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Unlocking Opportunity for African American Girls:
A Call to Action for Educational Equity
1

INTRODUCTION

This year offers an opportunity to reflect upon monumental civil rights
victories, including the United States Supreme Court’s landmark decision
in Brown v. Board of Education1 as well as the 50th anniversaries of both
the Civil Rights Act of 19642 and Freedom Summer.3 These milestones
helped to dismantle the system of de jure (legalized) racial segregation
in the United States, which had endured for more than three centuries,
and were pivotal for the nation as a whole in advancing educational
opportunities for all students. Too often, the extraordinary role played by
African American girls and young women4 in the fight for civil rights and
for educational equality goes unrecognized. In fact, girls like Linda Brown
and Barbara Johns, and women like Daisy Bates were key architects of
some of the greatest efforts to obtain access to high quality education
for all children. Yet today, many African American girls and women face
significant barriers to educational achievement.
This report seeks to expand conversations around educational opportunity
by taking a comprehensive look at the barriers African American girls
face and the educational and economic outcomes that result. One
important barrier is the prevalence of stereotypes that adversely impact
the educational experiences of African American girls. Structural and
institutional barriers examined in this report — such as under-resourced
schools, disparate discipline practices, gender-based violence and
harassment, and lack of support for pregnant and parenting students
— further compromise educational outcomes for African American girls.
This report fills an important gap in existing data on educational
achievement and its attendant economic consequences. Although there
are plentiful data on American children and education, the lack of data
broken down by race and gender together has fueled the assumption
that all girls are doing fine in school. But in fact, although girls overall
graduate from high school at higher rates than boys, girls of color are
graduating at far lower rates than white girls and boys. In almost all
states with available data, the high school graduation rate for African
American girls is below the national average for girls overall, resulting in
severe economic consequences for African American women and their
families.
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On May 18, 1954, Nettie Hunt
sat on the steps of the U.S.
Supreme Court with her arm
around her daughter Nikie,
holding a newspaper with
the headline “High Court
Bans Segregation in Public
Schools.”9
The iconic photo, taken the
day after the Supreme Court’s
unanimous ruling in Brown v.
Board of Education,10 captured
the hope of this country’s
African American children
(and all children), that the
promise of equal education —
and improved odds of lifetime
success — would be fulfilled.
The landmark case was argued
by the NAACP Legal Defense
Fund, Inc.’s chief legal counsel,
Thurgood Marshall, who later
became the first African
American U.S. Supreme Court
Justice.

Finally, this report offers solutions, setting forth recommendations to help advance African American girls’ educational
opportunities and outcomes. We urge educators, school leaders, community leaders and members, advocates, policymakers,
and philanthropic organizations to take action to advance the success of African American girls, complementing the important
ongoing work to improve educational outcomes for boys and men of color. This is a call to unlock opportunity for African American
girls. Our entire nation has a stake in ensuring the academic and professional success of all children.
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PAST IS PROLOGUE

THE LEGACY OF SEPARATE BUT EQUAL AND THE AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS AND WOMEN WHO WAGED LEGAL BATTLES TO DISMANTLE IT

In Brown, the United States Supreme Court declared that
racially segregated schools were inherently unequal and
ordered their desegregation.5 Central to this victory was
Linda Brown, who had to walk more than 80 minutes over
dangerous railroad tracks to the closest predominantly black
school, despite living closer to a white school that denied her
admission.6 The NAACP’s7 lawsuit challenging Linda Brown’s
denial of admission to a white school led to her historic role in
the unanimous Brown v. Board of Education case.8
The Brown Court emphasized the critical importance of
education to the life-long success of children. Writing about
the state of education in 1954, the Court noted:
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Today, education is perhaps the most important
function of state and local governments. . . . It is
required in the performance of our most basic public
responsibilities, even service in the armed forces.
It is the very foundation of good citizenship. Today
it is a principle instrument in awakening the child to
cultural values, in preparing him for later professional
training, and in helping him to adjust normally to his
environment. In these days, it is doubtful that any child
may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he
is denied the opportunity of an education. Such an
opportunity, where the state is undertaken to provide
it, is a right which must be made available to all on
equal terms.11

FREEDOM SCHOOLS

SARAH ROBERTS

Launched by the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC), Freedom Schools were created to educate young African
American students who were expelled from school due to political
participation or whose schools were closed in protest against
desegregation orders. The schools helped students learn critical
advocacy skills. SNCC was the brainchild of Ella Baker, an African
American woman who held many leadership roles within the NAACP.
As the Executive Director of the Sothern Christian Leadership
Conference, she recognized the importance of including youth in a
collaborative approach and shared decision-making process and in
April 1960, she organized a three-day youth leadership summit in
North Carolina that brought together approximately 200 students
(the students were involved in sit-ins across the south, who were
from northern colleges and from national civil rights groups). It was
at the convening that SNCC was born during Freedom Summer.
In 1964, during Freedom Summer, a number of Freedom Schools
were opened throughout the south and other parts of the nation, as
some states around the country closed schools in response to the
Court’s decision in Brown. The schoolswere aimed at ensuring African
Americans attained the skills necessary to have a voice in society;
and many leading civil rights organizations, including the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the
Congress on Racial Equality (CORE), and the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) were involved in the Freedom
Summer campaign.

More than a century before the Brown
decision, another African American girl and
her family challenged school segregation
based on the harm she suffered from racially
segregated schools. In 1850, an African
American five-year old girl named Sarah
Roberts asserted that Boston’s segregated
school policy — that forced her to walk
past five all-white Boston public schools
to get to the closest “Negro” school — was
unconstitutional. Sarah’s father, Benjamin
F. Roberts, attempted to enroll her in the
all-white schools that were closer to their
home, but she was denied admission and
was even physically removed from one white
school. While Sarah’s court challenge was
not successful,13 it laid the groundwork
for the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of
Education decision. In addition, Roberts
brought her challenge to the Massachusetts
state legislature, which, in 1855 passed a
law banning segregation in public schools.14
With that act, Massachusetts became
the first state in the nation to legislatively
prohibit racially segregated schools.

In the years after Brown, other girls and young women
continued to lead the effort to ensure that the promise
of desegregation was fulfilled. Thus, in 1957, Daisy
Bates — President of the Arkansas State Conference
of Branches of the NAACP — led nine black students in
the effort to integrate Little Rock, Arkansas’s Central
High School (the group became known as the “Little
Rock Nine”). In response, then-Arkansas Governor
Orval Faubus dispatched the National Guard to prevent
the students’ entry into the high school and President
Eisenhower was required to federalize the Arkansas
National Guard and enlist the services of the 101st
Airborne Division (returning from Korea), to enforce
the desegregation orders. Ultimately, the students
successfully enrolled and completed the school year.15
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These words have particular resonance today, because a high
school diploma and at least some postsecondary education
or training are the minimal prerequisites for steady, wellpaying jobs in many of the growing sectors of our economy.12
However, the deep racial and economic disparities that
persist in our society (which are vestiges of “separate,
but equal”) undermine the access of children of color to
quality educational opportunities that can pave the road to
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career success and have a lasting negative impact on their
educational achievement.
Despite this history, however, little attention has been focused
on the contemporary challenges facing African American girls
in our nation’s schools. This report connects the historical
struggle by African American girls for educational access and
excellence with the contemporary reality of the challenges
they face.

PUBLIC PERCEPTION AND SELF-ESTEEM
RACIAL AND GENDER STEREOTYPES IN THE CLASSROOM

THE “DOLL TEST”
The test subjects, African American children
between the ages of three and seven, were
asked to identify both the race of the dolls and
which color doll they preferred.19
Dr. Clark recalled one particular instance
in which he was conducting the “doll test”
experiment in rural Arkansas and he asked a
young boy to point to the doll that was most
like him; the boy pointed to a brown doll and
said “[t]hat’s a ni**er. I’m a ni**er.”20
The Clarks concluded that prejudice,
discrimination, and segregation created a
feeling of inferiority among African American
children and damaged their self-esteem.21

While negative racial and gender stereotyping and perceptions are not the sole reasons for poor educational outcomes, they
unquestionably impose significant barriers to educational achievement for African American girls.
A. STEREOTYPES THROUGHOUT HISTORY
The negative public perception of African Americans prior to and after the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown was pervasive and
often rooted in racial discrimination. One particularly noteworthy aspect of the Court’s decision in Brown was its reliance, in part,
on the results of a study on the psychological effects of segregation on African American children.16 In fact, the Court noted that
this study — the so-called “Doll Test,” conducted by African American psychologists Kenneth and Mamie Clark 14 years before
the Brown case made it to the Supreme Court, found that racial segregation negatively impacted African American children’s
self-perception and self-esteem.17 A majority of the children preferred the white doll and assigned positive characteristics to it.18
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The Brown Court concluded that separating children
on the basis of race creates dangerous inferiority
complexes that may adversely affect African American
children’s ability to learn, and ultimately denied them
equal educational opportunity.22 Referencing the doll
test, the Court noted:
To separate [African American children] from
others of similar age and qualifications solely
because of their race generates a feeling of
inferiority as to their status in the community
that may affect their hearts and minds in a
way unlikely to ever be undone.23
Thus, as the Brown Court recognized, equal
educational opportunities figure significantly in
the development and reinforcement of children’s
self-perception, self-esteem and educational
achievement; and the segregation of children merely
because of the color of their skin served to stem
their development. What the Court did not include
in its ruling was Dr. Clark’s findings that segregation
also inhibited the development of white children as
well.24
B. STEREOTYPES AND SELF-ESTEEM
Decades after the doll test was conducted,
researchers continue to document a strong link
between positive self-esteem and better educational
outcomes.25 For example, in a recent study of
African American girls in New York City, the girls
who had a strong racial identity — e.g., those who
described themselves as “strongly in touch with
their racial heritage” or “Afrocentric” — were more
likely than others to say that they were happy on
a typical day, to indicate a serious commitment
to their schoolwork, to get good grades, and to
express a desire to go to college.26 They were also
more likely to believe that they would ultimately
achieve their goals (64 percent versus 21 percent)
and to have healthy relationships.27 Evidence also
suggests that positive messages and support from
parents and other important adults, as well as peers,
can support the development of positive race and
gender identities and mitigate some of the effects of
racism.28 Interestingly, in a study focused on racial
differences in self-esteem, African American children
scored higher than white children on certain selfesteem measures, and those differences in scores
between Afarican American and white children were
more pronounced for girls and increased with age
even though many youth struggle with self-esteem
during adolescence.29

Unfortunately, because of systemic race and gender discrimination,
African American girls are often stereotyped before they even enter
a school building, and this affects their self-perceptions and selfesteem as well as the perceptions of their teachers. Indeed, “as
African American boys and girls develop their identity and gender
role perspectives, they must determine how to reconcile negative
images and stereotypes and experiences of oppression into their
identities and self-concepts.”30 Stereotypes of African American girls
and women date back to slavery — such as the view that African
American women are “angry” or “aggressive,” and “promiscuous”
or “hyper-sexualized.”31 Such racial and gender stereotypes shape
educators’ and administrators’ views of African American female
students in critically harmful ways.32 This implicit bias is rarely
discussed or acknowledged, and therefore it goes virtually undetected.
But addressing it is essential, as it can lead to the setting of lower
academic expectations for African American girls, significant discipline
disparities and a higher rate of referrals to the juvenile justice system,
all factors that push African American girls out of school.

5

C. STEREOTYPES AND DISCIPLINE
The intersection of racial and gender stereotypes has a
significant impact on discipline rates for African American
girls, likely due in part to bias in the exercise of discretion
by teachers and administrators. For instance, the contrast
between “traditional” middle class notions of femininity, which
require girls to be passive and modest, and stereotypical
images of African American females as loud, confrontational,
assertive, and provocative, can generate differing punishments
for similar conduct.33 Subjective offenses like “disobedience”
or “disruptive behavior” can be code for a student’s failure
to conform to dominant gender stereotypes, which shape
teachers’ views of what is appropriate “feminine” behavior.34
Failure to conform to gender stereotypes may also be the
basis for disproportionately disciplining African American
girls for physical fights, as losing control and visibly or even
physically expressing anger defies stereotypes about what is
“ladylike.”35
Similarly, negative perceptions of African American female
behavior, informed by stereotypes, lead teachers to assume
African American girls require greater social correction and
thus lead to increased disciplinary referrals.36 For example,
African American girls who are outspoken in class, who use
profanity or who confront people in positions of authority — as
well as African American girls who are perceived as dressing
provocatively — are disproportionately disciplined.37 Indeed,
African American girls are at greater risk than other girls of
receiving citations for dress code violations and for talking back
to teachers,38 as well as for much less severe behaviors such
as gum chewing, defiance, and failure to comply with prior
discipline.39 The quality of assertiveness that some African
American girls have — a valuable quality that generally has
led to positive public perceptions of African American women
in leadership roles40 — conversely puts them at greater risk
for inequitable discipline in K-12 schools.41 Thus too many
African American girls are in a no-win situation: they either
conform to white, middle class notions of how girls should
act and be quiet and passive, which ultimately does not serve
girls well in their pursuit of an education; or they speak up and
get disciplined for defying those expectations and conforming
to educators’ stereotyped expectations for African American
girls.
D. AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS AND LEADERSHIP
As the previous section of this report recounted, African
American girls and women have historically assumed
leadership roles in challenging discrimination in our nation’s
schools. This legacy is just one example of the determination
of African American girls and women to access education
and to improve not only their own lives but also the lives of
6

others in their communities. According to a recent survey,
African American girls aspire to be leaders more than any
other group of girls. In fact, 53 percent of African American
girls surveyed expressed a desire to be leaders as compared
to 50 percent of Hispanic girls and 34 percent of Caucasian
girls.42 African American girls were also the most likely
group of girls to consider themselves to be leaders (75
percent), and the most likely to have leadership experience
(78 percent).43 African American and Latina girls rated
themselves more highly on “leadership skills” than white girls
did.44 Yet “[o]pportunities for leadership are scarce” for girls,
even today.45 In 2009, only 12 percent of twelfth-grade girls
overall participated in student council or government to a
“considerable or great extent,” and African American and
white girls both reported participation to a “considerable or
great extent” at 11 percent.46
Ultimately, educators’ perceptions of African American young
women often involve racial and gender stereotypes — and this
undermines their potential for success — so it is imperative
that African American girls get access to programs that
foster their self-esteem and provide them with meaningful
leadership opportunities.
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PATHWAYS TO POVERTY

SCHOOL DISPARITIES AND RACIAL AND GENDER-BASED BARRIERS TO EDUCATIONAL SUCCESS FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS

In addition to issues related to stereotyping and perception, a variety of other factors — such as under-resourced schools;
unequal access to Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) learning opportunities; overly punitive school discipline
practices; sexual harassment, violence, and trauma; the challenges of early pregnancy and parenting; and discrimination by
school personnel — systematically operate to disproportionately push African American girls out of school and into the juvenile
justice system and low-wage occupations.
A. RESOURCES
Decades after legal battles were fought to dismantle legalized racial segregation in education, African American students are
still disproportionately enrolled in schools without access to quality resources, credentialed teachers, rigorous course offerings,
and extracurricular activities. And data show that access to these resources is key to enhancing educational experiences and
improving outcomes. In fact, the Supreme Court, in the wake of Brown, detailed the aspects of a school district’s operations that
courts should examine when deciding whether the school system has eliminated the vestiges of legally segregated education.47
Those factors, such as faculty assignment (including qualified teachers) and extracurricular activities, as well as quality and
rigorous curricula, remain crucial to the success of children today.
Of course, school resource disparities affect girls and boys
in the same communities, and data on the impact of school
resource disparities are not tracked by gender. But even
absent gender-specific data, this report would be remiss not
to include any discussion of the lack of access to adequate
school resources, given its impact on all students attending
high-poverty, high-minority schools, including girls.
There is emerging research showing a strong correlation
between attending a high poverty, racially isolated (high
minority) school and lack of access to equitable and quality
school resources; in fact, research shows that concentrated
poverty magnifies issues associated with poverty in general,
including dysfunctional and poorly resourced schools.48
National data show that nearly 39 percent of African American
children under age 18 live in poverty,49 and 45 percent live
in concentrated poverty.50 In fact, African American boys
and girls disproportionately attend high-minority, racially
isolated, and high-poverty schools as compared to many of
their peers of other races and ethnicities.51 One researcher
attributes this economic and racial isolation and inequality to
the vestige of school segregation and notes that students in
economically and racially diverse learning environments have
better outcomes, illustrating the relationship between racially
and economically-isolated education to current achievement
gaps among African American students, including African
American girls.52 High-poverty schools have fewer resources
than other schools and have more difficulty recruiting and
retaining qualified and experienced teachers.53 And resource
inequities begin as early as pre-kindergarten.
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own, with limited economic resources. And
African American families who pay for child
care shoulder a huge burden, especially as
compared to families of other races: African
American families who pay for child care spend,
on average, 10 percent of the family’s monthly
income on child care, compared to white, nonHispanic families who spend an average of 7
percent.62 In 2012, the average annual cost of
full-time care ranged from $3,704 to $16,430,
depending on the state in which a family lives,
the type of care, and the age of the child.63
These high costs of care can make access
nearly impossible for low-income families.

1. EARLY CHILDHOOD
Numerous studies show that children who attend highquality early care and education programs are more likely
to succeed in school and become productive, successful
adults.54 Those children go on to perform better on cognitive
tests in elementary and secondary school; are more likely to
graduate from high school, go to college, be employed, and
be in good health; and are less likely to become involved
with the criminal justice system or to have to rely on public
assistance.55 Yet many children — particularly children from
low-income families and neighborhoods who stand to benefit
the most from quality early learning — lack access to quality
early education.56
Even though African American children represent a
disproportionate share of the children served by Head Start
and the Child Care and Development Block Grant,57 these
programs are serving just a fraction of the eligible population,
leaving many low-income children and their families without
assistance for or access to early learning opportunities.58 Only
one in six children eligible for federal child care assistance
received it in 2009 (the most recent year for which data are
available).59 In 2013, nineteen states had waiting lists for
child care assistance or turned families away without taking
their names, and in many states, these waiting lists are quite
long.60 Head Start reaches less than half of eligible preschoolage children and Early Head Start reaches just over 4 percent
of eligible infants and toddlers.61
Without sufficient help, low-income families are left to
try to afford early care and education programs on their
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The lack of sufficient access to high-quality
early care and education leaves many African
American children without the preparation
needed to enter school ready to succeed.
In fact, African American children entering
kindergarten have lower scores than white children on school
readiness assessments in both math and reading.64 There
is a clear need to expand affordable and accessible highquality early care and early education opportunities for African
American children and all children.
2. ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY
Once in elementary school, African American children are
more likely than other children to attend schools with fewer
resources65 and are less likely to have access to quality and
rigorous curricula and instruction that will place them on track
to pursue postsecondary education and high-wage careers.66
African American children are also more likely than white
children to have teachers who do not meet state licensure
and certification requirements. Recent national data show
that nearly 7 percent of the country’s African American
students — over half a million students — attend schools
where 20 percent or more of their teachers have not yet met
state certification or licensure requirements.67 Additionally,
teachers in high-minority and high-poverty schools are less
likely to have the necessary materials available for their
classes than those in low-minority and low-poverty schools.68
This dearth of resources, coupled with the lack of qualifications
and experience of classroom educators, can prove detrimental
for African American girls and boys. African American children
who attend under-resourced schools do not have access to
quality curricula or instruction to ensure proper preparation
to succeed in important subjects. Lack of resources and lack
of qualified teachers can have a profound impact on student
achievement, especially for African American girls and all
African American children. One growing body of research

During segregation, African American
girls served as active advocates
for equitable school resources and
improved conditions in black schools.
Notably, in Davis v. County Board of
Prince Edward County,70 Barbara Rose
Johns,71 a 16-year old student at the
all-black Robert Moton High School
in Farmville, Virginia, protested the
school’s deplorable conditions. The
school had no cafeteria or gymnasium
and the students did not have desks.
Furthermore, the school was so
overcrowded that some students had
to take classes inside of a school bus.
Barbara Johns organized a walkout
of 450 students to raise awareness
about the poor conditions. The
students walked to the homes of the
school board members and, when
ignored, began a two-week protest.
Two NAACP lawyers, Spottswood
Robinson and Oliver Hill, filed suit on
behalf of the students, leading to the
Davis case, which was later appealed
to the U.S. Supreme Court and
consolidated with four other cases
into the Brown case.72

shows that “student achievement is more heavily influenced by teacher quality than by students’ race, class, prior academic
record, or a school a student attends. This is especially true for students from low-income families and African American
students. The benefits associated with being taught by good teachers are cumulative.”69
Decades after the Brown ruling declared the inherent inequality of racially segregated schools, disparities still persist along
racial lines in America’s schools. In addition to the inadequate access to qualified teachers and school resources, predominantly
African American schools also often lack rigorous course offerings.73 As the next section highlights, the lack of rigorous course
offerings at the schools they attend, especially in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), impedes the
future ability of African American girls and women to compete in an increasingly competitive global economy.
B. MEANINGFUL ACCESS TO SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, ENGINEERING AND MATH (STEM) CURRICULA
AND LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
Researchers have identified two root causes of low numbers of African American girls in STEM classes and careers: (1) a lack of
STEM course offerings in low-income schools disproportionately attended by students of color; and (2) stereotypes attached to
both race and gender that discourage African American girls from pursuing STEM education and opportunities.74
The problem often begins with limited STEM curricula being offered in the schools that African American girls and boys attend. For
example, there are significantly fewer mathematics and science course offerings in predominantly African American schools.75
Specifically, nationwide, only 50 percent of high schools offer calculus and only 63 percent offer physics.76 Further, between
10 to 25 percent of high schools do not offer more than one of the core high school math or science courses — Algebra I and
II, Geometry, Biology, and Chemistry.77 For students of color, these course offering disparities are especially stark: of the high
schools in the U.S. with the highest percentage of black and Latino students, one-quarter do not offer Algebra II and one-third
do not offer Chemistry.78 In addition, only 57 percent of African American high school students have access to the full range
9

Percentage of Middle and High School Teachers
Who Have Been Teaching for 3 Years or Less

of math and science offerings (Algebra I, Geometry, Algebra
II, Calculus, Biology, Chemistry, Physics) in their schools;79
while significantly more — 71 percent — of white high school
students attend schools where the full range of math and
science courses are offered.80
Even when African American children attend schools where
STEM courses are offered, an overall lack of access to
experienced teachers may impede their academic success.81
Students in high-minority schools are more likely than students
in low-minority schools to have novice math and science
teachers with three or fewer years of teaching experience.
As the graph illustrates, in the academic year 2007-08, 22
percent of mathematics teachers and 21 percent of science
teachers were novices in high-minority schools, compared
with 13 percent and 18 percent in low-minority schools.82 And
only 49 percent of science teachers in high-poverty schools
had advanced degrees (master’s degree or higher), while
69 percent of science teachers in low-poverty schools held
advanced degrees.83 This demonstrates that at the outset,
more African American children are being taught math and
science by educators with fewer years of teaching experience
and less expertise, which can reduce student gains in these
areas.84
Additionally, some science teachers in high-minority and
high-poverty schools do not have the resources necessary
for instruction. In the 2007-08 academic year, 24 percent
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of science teachers in high-minority schools and 22 percent
in high-poverty schools lacked the necessary materials,
compared to only 13 percent of science teachers in both lowminority and low-poverty schools.85
African American girls also face stereotypes informed by both
their race and gender that undermine their success in STEM
courses. In fact, studies show that education professionals
steer African American girls to classes that promote dialogue,
instead of encouraging them to achieve in the sciences.86 It
follows that African American girls who are steered away from
rigorous math and science courses in high school later face
limited collegiate and professional prospects within these
fields of study. Research has shown that students who take
Advanced Placement (AP) or other advanced STEM courses in
high school are more likely to major in STEM fields in college
and graduate with STEM degrees than those who did not take
AP STEM courses.87

The confluence of racial and gender stereotypes related to African American girls in
STEM and their subjection to overly harsh discipline practices is exemplified in the
story of African American honor student Kiera Wilmot.
Kiera’s experience highlights how, instead of fostering her intellectual curiosity and
enthusiasm for science, school administrators criminalized her.
Kiera’s mother works in the STEM field at the Florida Industrial and Phosphate Research
Institute, and was supportive of her daughter’s interest in STEM.88 As a sixteen-year
old at Bartow High School in central Florida, Kiera was preparing an advanced volcano
experiment for her biology class.89 Friends encouraged her to try the experiment fifteen
minutes before the first-period bell, and she mixed toilet bowl cleaner and aluminum foil
for the experiment in a plastic water bottle outside on campus.90 The mixture caused
the lid of the bottle to pop off and generate smoke. Although no one was injured in the
minor explosion, nor was there any property damage, she was arrested on two alleged
felony charges (possessing a weapon on campus and discharging a destructive device),
suspended from school for 10 days, and forced to finish her junior year of high school at
an alternative school.91 Public outcry over Kiera’s punishment led to the dropping of the
charges (after accumulation of thousands of dollars in court costs) and she graduated
from Bartow High School in June 2014.92 Although the felony charges were dropped, the
felony arrests on her record may take up to 5 years to clear.93 Kiera’s attorney continues
to work to expunge her record.94
Media coverage of Kiera’s story also garnered the attention of 18-year NASA veteran and author Homer Hickam who recalled, as
a high school student, being led away in handcuffs with a friend for allegedly starting a forest fire, only to eventually be cleared
of any wrongdoing by his physics teacher and high school principal.95 Hickam sponsored a scholarship for Kiera and her twin
sister Kayla to attend a summer program at the United States Advanced Space Academy.96 This intervention supported Kiera’s
curiosity and interest in STEM, which she credits her eighth-grade robotics teacher with igniting, and she plans to pursue a STEM
degree in college.97 Kiera’s story highlights the danger of pervasive stereotypes and overly punitive discipline practices and their
potential to push African American girls not only out of participation in STEM, but also out of school completely.

C. ACCESS TO ATHLETICS AND OTHER EXTRACURRICULAR OPPORTUNITIES
African American girls lack full access to extracurricular activities that have been shown to improve the educational success
of all students. Studies have shown that after-school programs and activities improve students’ engagement in school, their
graduation rates and overall academic achievement. Participation in sports in particular has documented health, academic, and
economic benefits for students. Thus, ensuring equal opportunities in athletics and other extracurricular activities for African
American girls is critical to facilitating their success in the classroom and the workplace. Unfortunately, African American girls’
access to these programs and activities is limited.
1. Sports
The life-long impact of sports participation on girls is dramatic, positively affecting girls’ health, academic success, and economic
well-being.98 Research shows that young women who had opportunities to play sports as children have a lower risk of obesity,99
higher levels of self-esteem,100 a lower incidence of depression,101 and lower rates of sexual activity and pregnancy102 compared
to non-athletes. Young women who play sports are more likely to graduate from high school, have higher grades, and score
higher on standardized tests than non-athletes.103 They are also more likely to do well in science classes than their classmates
who do not play sports.104 Minority female athletes get better grades than their non-athlete peers105 — and African American
female athletes in particular are 27 percent more likely than students overall to graduate from college.106 There are also life-long
employment and economic benefits of prior athletics participation in the school setting for women and their families. Studies
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show that increased female sports participation is correlated
with increased women’s labor force participation and greater
representation in previously male-dominated high-skill and
high-wage occupations.107 Moreover, more than four out
of five executive businesswomen played sports growing up,
and the vast majority say that the lessons they learned on
the playing field contributed to their success in business.108
Thus, athletic opportunities are more than just extracurricular
activities — they can play a vital role in academic and
professional success. These outcomes are especially true for
young women of color.
Girls’ participation in sports in elementary and secondary
schools has skyrocketed since Title IX109 was passed, but girls
of color play sports at lower rates than white girls and at much
lower rates than boys of all races.110 In fact, data from a 2012
report show that, among high school freshmen, 58 percent of
white girls participate in sports, compared to only 42 percent
of African American girls.111 The problem is not attributable to
a lack of interest; rather it is primarily a problem of access, due
to the schools that girls of color attend. A study of racial and
ethnic disparities in adolescent physical activity participation
found that African American, Hispanic, and white adolescent
girls who attended the same schools had similar levels of
activity; however, African American and Hispanic females
were more likely to attend racially segregated and poorer
schools where overall rates of physical activity were lower
than at schools with more ethnically diverse student bodies
and higher median household incomes.112 Interestingly, the
picture is very different for boys of color: overall there was no
difference in the activity levels of Hispanic, black, and white
adolescent males, and when differences in schools attended
were taken into account, black and Hispanic adolescent males
had higher levels of physical activity than their white peers
at the same schools, making it “clear that the influence of
schools (particularly in prioritizing which sports and activities
to fund) affects the genders differentially.”113
Many factors contribute to the disparate physical activity
rates between African American girls and white girls. African
American girls are more likely to attend high-minority schools,
which also tend to be high-poverty schools that “have fewer
material resources (such as gymnasiums or athletic fields),
human resources (coaches or physical education teachers),
or programmatic support (such as fewer intramural and
extramural sports programs), thus providing fewer opportunities
for physical activity.”114 In addition, African American girls,
when compared to white girls, receive less support from
teachers to engage in physical activity.115
Furthermore, financial barriers faced by African American
students can contribute to disparities in physical activity
rates.116 More research is needed, but in a nationwide survey,
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MORE DATA NEEDED
A major obstacle to enforcing Title IX’s guarantee of
equal athletic opportunities for African American girls
is the lack of available data. The High School Data
Transparency Bill, which amends the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act, would require high schools to
publicly report more detailed information, broken down
by race and gender, about participation rates in and
expenditures on their athletic programs121 — something
colleges and universities are already required to do.

33 percent of parents of African American girls, compared
with 18 percent of parents of white girls, said their daughters
never participated in or stopped playing sports because
their families could not afford to pay for associated costs of
participation in sports (such as equipment, lessons, etc.).117
Forty-one percent of parents of African American girls,
compared with 26 percent of parents of white girls, said their
daughters did not play sports because their families could not
afford or arrange transportation to and from the activity.118
Not surprisingly, then, white girls were three times as likely
as African American girls to be involved in sports through a
private organization (21 percent compared to 7 percent), while
African American girls were more likely to participate through
their schools (65 percent compared to 50 percent).119
Additionally, a study on youth sports in America found that,
while it was not the leading reason, 16 percent of young
female African American athletes who had stopped playing a
sport did so because they had to care for younger brothers or
sisters, compared to 9 percent of white girls (and 25 percent
of Hispanic girls, 9 percent of African American boys, and 4
percent of white boys).120

tuition waivers. For after-school programs that are not located
on school campuses, lack of transportation is “often an
insurmountable problem,” because “only students who are
within walking distance can attend.”123 And even programs
that are based in schools are not accessible for many students
if transportation home is not provided.124
Despite the paucity of research on barriers to extracurricular
participation specific to African American girls, data on barriers
disproportionately impacting girls — particularly those in lowincome families — may be instructive. For instance, family
responsibilities have uniquely hindered girls’ participation
in extracurricular activities: “[i]n many low-income families,
youth may be called upon or feel compelled to fill what is
generally considered adult roles in providing large amounts of
family care or working long hours in a job to help meet family
expenses,” and this often serves as a dramatic deterrent
to a young person’s ability to participate in extracurricular
activities.125 In addition, household responsibilities, such
as caring for younger siblings, are responsibilities that
disproportionately fall to girls.126 Indeed, research shows
that girls’ take on caring for family members, managing
the household, and providing emotional support for family
members when a parent is absent.127

2. Other Afterschool and Extracurricular Activities
In addition to barriers to participation in sports, African
American girls also struggle to participate in other after-school
and extracurricular activities. While there is a need for more
research, specifically on African American girls’ participation
in extracurricular activities, scholars have identified several
barriers to extracurricular participation that are applicable.122
These barriers include cost, lack of financial assistance to
address participation costs, and the stigma accompanying

Furthermore, the need to take a paying job to supplement
household income can significantly reduce some students’
capacity to participate in after school programs.128 Twentyseven percent of African American 12th-grade girls usually
worked more than 10 hours each week.129 This significantly
limits their ability to participate in extracurricular activities.
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As the chart below demonstrates, although African American 9thgrade girls were nearly three times as likely as their white female
counterparts to participate in academic instruction after school,
they participate in after-school organized sports, performing arts,
and religious youth group or instruction activities to a lesser degree
than their white counterparts.130 Among non-school sponsored
activities, the greatest percentage of African American 9th-grade
girls participated in religious youth groups or religious instruction (55
percent vs. 59 percent of white girls), followed by organized sports
(42 percent vs. 58 percent of white girls), performing arts (39 percent
vs 45 percent of white girls), and academic instruction (34 percent
vs. 12 percent of white girls).131
African American girls also participate in community service activities
at a rate higher than white girls. Nearly 42 percent of African
American 12th-grade girls reported participating in community affairs
or volunteer work at least once or twice a month, compared to 40
percent of white girls.132 These participation rates may prove beneficial
as engagement in community service activities has been linked to
improvements in health133 and employment134 outcomes.

9th Grade Students Participating in Various Activities
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To address resource disparities, policymakers should:
• Ensure that school funding is distributed equitably; specifically, ensure that predominantly African American schools have
equitable access to rigorous curricula including high-level STEM and Advanced Placement courses.
• Ensure that students in high-need schools are taught by qualified and experienced instructors.
• Support equitable implementation of academic standards, such as the Common Core so that all students are exposed to
important foundational learning courses and challenged to develop critical thinking, reading, and math skills.
• Invest in support for students to engage in athletics and other extracurricular activities, such as transportation, supplies,
and other related fees.

While African American girls experience barriers to
participation in after-school activities, they are concurrently
being disproportionately pushed out of schools due to
overly punitive discipline policies that result in lost learning
time and early involvement with the juvenile justice system.

D. SCHOOL DISCIPLINE DISPARITIES
While racial disparities in school discipline have been
documented as early as the 1970s,136 only recently has the
impact of disparate discipline policies on African American
girls been documented. The origins of overly punitive policies
go back decades, but there was a significant uptick in the
creation and implementation of overly punitive penalties in
the late 1990s, when school districts began to criminalize
student misbehavior and adopted zero-tolerance137
approaches to school code violations; some of these policies
also spread more widely after tragic incidents of school
violence such as the shooting at Columbine High School
in Colorado.138 Zero-tolerance policies, and accompanying
features such as increased presence of law enforcement in
schools, have drastically increased the number of students
suspended, expelled, and arrested or referred to the juvenile
justice system.139
Many research studies have explored the strong relationship
between rates of discipline and the race of the disciplined
students.140 Research has shown that schools with the highest
rates of suspension are the schools with the highest African
American student populations.141 And racially discriminatory
policies and practices result in racial disparities in discipline:
African American students are punished more frequently than
their white peers, although they do not exhibit more frequent
and serious misbehavior,142 and African American students
receive harsher disciplinary sanctions than their white peers
for the same offenses.143 In addition, white students are more

likely to be disciplined for objective violations like smoking and
vandalism, while African American students are more likely to
be referred for subjective infractions like showing disrespect,
loitering, or making excessive noise.144
While African American males are the most likely to be
disciplined in school, African American females are also
disproportionately suspended and expelled. In fact, an
analysis of 2006-07 data on the suspension of middle school
students showed that African American girls in urban middle
schools had the fastest growing rates of suspension of any
group of girls or boys.145 Furthermore, according to the latest
Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC), during the 2011-12
school year, 12 percent of all African American female preK12 students received an out-of-school suspension, which is
six times the rate of white girls and more than any other group
of girls and several groups of boys.146 Additionally, 19 percent
of African American girls with disabilities received out-ofschool suspensions, compared to just 6 percent of white girls
with disabilities.147 The state with the highest out-of-school
suspension rate for African American female students during
the 2011-12 school year was Wisconsin, with 21 percent of
African American girls receiving out-of-school suspensions in
a single year.148
An analysis of data on the discipline experiences of African
American female students in Ohio — one of the few states
where school discipline data are disaggregated and crosstabulated by race, gender, type of disciplinary sanction,
and type of offense — may help shed light on a growing
national problem.149 State data for the 2012-13 school year
show that African American girls in Ohio K-12 schools were
disproportionately disciplined for disobedience/disruptive
behavior, fighting/violence, harassment, and even truancy.
“Disobedience and disruptive behavior,” the most subjective
and vague category, was the category for which females
overall were most often disciplined. African American females
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— who in Ohio make up only a small fraction of the total
female student population — were more likely than other
females to be disciplined for these violations.150

“They have different
rules for us [African
American girls] than
they do for White and
Asian girls. White
girls and Asian girls
can wear anything
and get away with
it, but they will send
us to the dean for

Additionally, these patterns of disciplinary action lead to the
disproportionate involvement of African American girls in the
juvenile justice system. According to the 2009-10 CRDC,
although African American girls represented less than 17
percent of all female students, they comprised 31 percent
of girls referred to law enforcement and approximately
43 percent of girls who had experienced a school-related
arrest.151 In fact, girls are the fastest growing segment of the
juvenile justice system population.152 Between 1996 and
2011, the number of juvenile delinquency cases dropped,
particularly for boys. The number of girls’ cases also declined,
but their share of all delinquency cases increased from 23
percent to 28 percent. In the same time period, among
female juvenile delinquency cases, African American girls’
share of cases increased from 28 percent to 33 percent
— an increase of 18 percent — while white girls’ share of
cases declined from 68 percent to 64 percent — a decrease
of 7 percent.153 A recent study found that “[b]lack women
and girls are being incarcerated and detained at high rates
as well [as black males] not because of an increase in
violence among girls, but, rather, due to the criminalizing
of minor violence that was ignored in the past.”154 Girls are
disproportionately detained for offenses that are not serious,
such as technical probation violations — like violating curfew,
truancy, or missing a meeting with a probation officer — and
status offenses, which are only crimes when committed by a
youth, such as running away or truancy.155 This is particularly
troubling, because status offenses, while perceived as defiant
behavior, are often reflections of a girl’s unaddressed health,
emotional, economic and educational needs.156

wearing the same
thing.”135
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As the graph on the opposite page shows, in the
disobedience (or “disruptive behavior”) category,
African American females received 16.3 out-ofschool suspensions and 10.0 in-school suspensions
per 100 African American females enrolled, while
white females received merely 1.5 out-of-school
suspensions and 1.9 in-school suspensions per
100 white females enrolled. And in the same
disobedience category, African American females
more often received out-of-school suspensions,
while white females more often received in-school
suspensions. In the category of fighting/violence,
there was also a large disparity between African
American and white females disciplined with out-ofschool suspension.

Discipline Sanction Rates per 100 Female Students in Ohio, 2012-2013
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Titles IV164 and VI165 of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964
prohibit public schools
from implementing student
disciplinary policies that
discriminate on the basis
of race, national origin or
color.
In January 2014, largely in response to community
outcry and data trends showing racial and other
disparities in exclusionary discipline practices, as
well as research demonstrating that students of color
are not misbehaving more, the U.S. Departments
of Education and Justice jointly issued disciplinary
guidance (“Guidance”) to assist K-12 schools in
administering non-discriminatory student discipline
policies and practices in compliance with federal law.
The Guidance states that effective school disciplinary
policies must reduce disruption and misconduct,
support and reinforce positive behavior and character
development, and help students succeed. While
the Guidance acknowledges in a footnote that sex
discrimination can also play a role in discipline
disparities, it did not engage in any analysis of Title
IX and discipline or the intersection of sex and race
discrimination.166
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As discussed in greater length in the earlier section of this
report on Public Perception and Self-Esteem, race and
gender stereotypes play a significant role in the disparate
discipline rates for African American girls. Stereotypes of
African American women as hyper-sexualized and aggressive
may “underlie the implicit bias that shape many educators’
views of Black female students,”157 and “in response to
Black girls’ nonconformity to gender stereotypes, educators
have [perhaps] been more inclined to respond harshly to
the behaviors of African American girls.”158 As a result,
African American girls are more likely than white girls to be
penalized for behaviors that challenge our society’s dominant
stereotypes of what is appropriate “feminine” behavior
— such as being candid or assertive and speaking up and
expressing the belief that something is unfair or unjust.
The same implicit bias leads to more severe punishments
for African American girls than for other girls, and higher
proportions of African American girls being referred to the
juvenile justice system for minor disciplinary infractions. Once
in the juvenile justice system, police, prosecutors, judges,
and probation officers harbor stereotypes that can play a role
in their decision-making.159 The intersection of race, gender,
and class create a “distorted image” of girls of color, making
adults in the juvenile justice system more likely to see girls
of color, particularly African American girls, “as delinquents
— as social problems themselves rather than as young girls
affected by social problems.”160
Tragically, school system and juvenile justice system responses
to African American girls’ allegedly “defiant” or “bad” attitudes
typically do not consider the lived experiences of African
American girls and the underlying causes of the conduct at
issue, including for some girls exposure to trauma, violence,
abuse, or other toxic stress.161 Rather than providing services
and support, African American girls and other students get
excluded from school and sometimes re-victimized during
the disciplinary process or pushed into the juvenile justice
system. But, as previously referenced, some African American
girls who are sanctioned for discipline infractions are in fact
responding to harassment or trauma. And histories of trauma;
abuse and neglect; parental incarceration, substance abuse,
or death; and residential instability are very common among
girls in juvenile justice detention.162 Studies show that girls
most involved in the delinquency system tend to be girls who
have experienced physical, sexual, or psychological abuse.163.
Understanding the impact of exposure to and experiences of
harassment, violence, and trauma is central to understanding
African American girls’ educational experiences and outcomes.

African American Girls’ Share of Female Students, Overall and by School Discipline

17%
31%
43%

Race/Gender-Specific
Disciplinary “Infractions”

HAIR In 2013, two young African American girls were warned by their

schools that their natural hair styles were unacceptable. Seven-year old
Tiana Parker in Tulsa, Oklahoma was sent home from school and told
by officials at her predominantly African American charter school that
her hairstyle was not “presentable” and violated the dress code, which
termed “dreadlocks” and “afros” to be “faddish” and “unacceptable.”
Tiana’s father pulled her out of the school when administrators refused
to adjust or amend the policy. Tiana would have had to cut off her locks
in order to comply with the policy, which she did not want to do. Her
parents transferred her to another elementary school where her hairstyle
was accepted. The original school later amended its policy, removing
prohibitions on any specific hairstyles, but retaining the school’s right
to consult with parents about student hygiene or dress. Months later,
Vanessa VanDyke, age 12, a student in Orlando, Florida was threatened
with suspension in response to her complaints that other students were
bullying her about her “puffy” hairstyle. School officials said her hair was a
“distraction” and recommended that she “shape” or cut her hair to comply
with their dress code.167

PROM DRESS In 2010, Erica DeRamus went to her prom in a knee-

length strapless dress which her Oxford, Alabama school said violated
its dress code because it was too short and too revealing “up top.” The
school then offered her and 17 other students who similarly violated the
dress code an option of paddling or suspension; Erica chose suspension
because she felt she was too old to be paddled.168 That school year, African
American students were 22 percent of the student population at Erica’s
school, but 37.6 percent of students receiving out-of-school suspensions;
African American girls were nearly one-quarter of female students, but half
of female students who received one or more out-of-school suspensions.169
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To address discipline disparities, policymakers and schools should:
• Require accurate annual public reporting of school discipline data broken down by race, sex, and disability to allow for crosssectional analysis. Data should also include type of offense and length of sanction.
• Implement positive behavior interventions and culturally-responsive supports, social and emotional learning, peer mediation,
conflict resolution, and restorative practices as alternatives to punitive discipline practices and police in schools, which are
shown to negatively impact African American girls through increased arrests, involvement with the juvenile justice system, and
lost learning time.
• Train school personnel to recognize the signs of trauma that may underlie perceived “defiant” or “disrespectful” behavior, and
to appropriately respond to and support students impacted by violence or trauma without re-victimizing them.

Discipline disparities also highlight the issues affecting
African American girls of color who have been victims of
violence, trauma, and harassment, as their behavior can be a
predictable response to victimization, but incorrectly labeled as
aggression.170 This inadequate and inappropriate response to
and treatment of African American girls who have experienced
trauma contributes to poor educational outcomes.
E. VIOLENCE, TRAUMA, AND HARASSMENT
1. Violence and Trauma
Practitioners and researchers almost universally note that
more research on the relationship between trauma and its
impact on education is necessary. Furthermore, the research
which has been done largely fails to look specifically at the
intersection of gender and race and, especially, African
American girls. That said, available research strongly suggests
that experiences of trauma correspond with decreased school
engagement and reduced educational achievement.
While not specific to African American girls, there is research
linking children’s reports of exposure to violence to poor
academic performance.171 One study of elementary school
students in Los Angeles found a “moderately strong”
relationship between community violence and depressive
tendencies, which “in turn . . . were associated with
deficient academic performance.”172 Biological research also
demonstrates a link between trauma and school failure.173
Trauma — from sexual harassment and assault, community
violence, and the daily stressors of racism and sexism — can
have a negative effect on academic performance for any child;
for African American girls, the build-up of overlapping forms
of trauma may have an even more negative effect. This is a
very real concern given that among female students, African
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The modern-day
experiences of trauma and
violence impacting African
American girls and their
educational experiences
cannot be adequately addressed
without acknowledging African
American women’s historical
experiences with sexual assault

American girls report the highest rates of “being threatened
or injured with a weapon on school property.”174

Harmful racial stereotypes that perpetuate images of African
American women as deviant or promiscuous, and somehow
culpable in their own victimization, are at the root of the
indifference by which reported assaults of African American
women are often met. For instance, in the Jim Crow south,
African American women were routinely sexually assaulted,
but because of social hierarchies and power structures
built upon notions of racial superiority, their attacks were
often unacknowledged and their attackers were not held
culpable.176 It is critical to understand how the vestiges of
segregation and racial violence still influence institutionalized
racism and both the educational and legal system responses
to the sexual assault of African American women.

and its role as a catalyst for the
Civil Rights Movement. In that era
(and even today), issues of race and
gender intersected to perpetuate
stereotypes of black female sexuality,
to justify sexual assault and to
preserve racially-biased social and
power structures that discounted
sexual violence against black women
and allowed such assaults to persist
unpunished. In fact, the problem was
so pervasive that African American
organizations and communities
mobilized around the repeated

Recy Taylor

sexual assaults of black women. The
infrastructure of those responses
was used as the basis of the Civil
Rights Movement’s struggle for
educational and social equality.175

A compelling example of this was the response to the 1944
assault of 24-year-old sharecropper and mother, Recy Taylor,
who was brutally raped, assaulted, and left for dead by seven
white men as she walked home from church one night in
Abbeville, Alabama. Local law enforcement did a cursory
investigation, but took no proactive efforts to bring her
attackers to justice. However, African American communities
began to mobilize to coordinate responses to assaults on
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Recognizing that school is a key
intervention opportunity, some districts
around the country are taking action to
help children by implementing curricula to
train educators, children, and caregivers
to recognize the signs of sex trafficking.

Additionally, African American women and girls experience
higher rates of sexual violence and intimate partner violence
than their white counterparts. This disparity is also true in
school settings; 12 percent of African American female high
school students reported having experienced dating violence,
compared to 8 percent of white female high school students.178
Related barriers — such as environmental vulnerabilities like
dangerous neighborhoods, indifferent school responses to
trauma, and lack of mental health services and other supports
within schools — all may contribute to the perpetuation of
violence and harassment of African American girls in schools.
2. Trafficking

African American women. In response, the NAACP sent its
best investigator, a woman named Rosa Parks, to follow
up on Mrs. Taylor’s attack. Parks and others organized the
“Committee for Equal Justice for Mrs. Recy Taylor.” The Civil
Rights Movement can be attributed in part to responses of
African American communities to the repeated attacks on
African American women and the impunity of their attackers;
the movement was in part a reaction to dismantle the social
structures and institutionalized racism that allowed such
violence to persist unpunished. The infrastructure established
to organize community members in protest against such
attacks became the community organizing framework for the
Civil Rights Movement.177
Although it has been seventy years since the violent attack
on Mrs. Taylor, many African American girls’ experiences of
assault and violence are still met with indifference rooted in
racism and lack of proper supports and services. This response
has a detrimental effect on the academic outcomes of African
American girls, especially when the violence is taking place in
schools.

These same vulnerabilities — environmental dangers,
concentrated poverty, lack of access to social services,
indifference of school administrators — also contribute
to African American girls’ disproportionate vulnerability
to involvement in the child sex trafficking industry. While
trafficking can impact victims of all races, socio-economic
classes, and ages, available data suggest that the victims
of child and teenage sex trafficking in the United States are
overwhelmingly: (1) female; and (2) members of racial and
ethnic minorities.182 In fact, according to the Human Trafficking
Reporting System, 94 percent of confirmed victims of sextrafficking were female and 40 percent were African American
between January 2008 and June 2010.183 The confluence
of race and sex make African American girls particularly
vulnerable to involvement in and prosecution for involvement
in this underground economy. Unfortunately, when trafficking
is discussed in this country, the rhetoric is often misinformed:
Americans often visualize a foreign female who was
deceived upon arriving in the U.S. and finds herself
being sexually exploited. They do not imagine a
[United States Citizen (USC)] child or adult who was
kidnapped or lured from home and is prostituted

Sex trafficking is defined as “the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining
of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex act, in which the commercial sex act is induced
by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has not attained
18 years of age.”179 The sex trafficking trade in the United States involves as many as 300,000
children, with an average age of 13 or 14,180 and human trafficking generates an estimated $9.5
billion in the United States each year.181
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at a local truck stop. Sadly, Americans tend to refer
to USC trafficking victims as anything but victims.
They are referred to as criminals, prostitutes, child
prostitutes, runaways, throwaways, addicts, or juvenile
delinquents.184
Domestic sex trafficking significantly impacts school-age girls,
therefore schools can be particularly critical points of intervention
for those both at-risk and involved in child sex trafficking, and can
offer individualized support to help those who are susceptible to
involvement in child sex trafficking.

Oakland is a particularly strong example, as
it has become a hub for child sex trafficking,
with an estimated 100 children being sold
for sex per night, including girls as young as
12 years old.185 The Oakland Unified School
District (OUSD) has adopted and implemented
an innovative curriculum to help prevent
involvement in child sex trafficking. The
curriculum is offered to children as young as
seventh-graders,186 and focuses on teaching
students about self-esteem, the dangers of
running away from home, sexual abuse, and
healthy relationships.187 Students who are
identified as being more at-risk for trafficking,
including those with prior reported abuse or
involvement with the child welfare system, are
eligible for individual mentoring services as
well.188 Education by the OUSD extends beyond
students, and outreach efforts are made to
educate parents (including foster parents)
about child sex trafficking.189
In Northern Virginia, educators at Herndon
High School and community advocates hosted
a public forum on child sex trafficking to raise
awareness about trafficking in the Northern
Virginia suburb, where gang members recruit
and lure high-school aged girls into the sex
trade. The purpose of the event was to help
parents understand the potential risks of
sex trafficking and the dangers their children
could face.190 The event also highlighted
how social media tools, such as Facebook,
fake accounts, and mass messaging, are
abused by traffickers to lure young girls into
child sex trafficking.191 Herndon High School
also recognized the importance of reaching
across community sectors, including schools,
churches, and businesses, to address child
sex trafficking.192
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Identifying key intervention points and factors for vulnerability
to involvement in sex trafficking and providing age-appropriate
education for students holds significant promise for helping to
curb youth involvement in the sex trade.
Data on the exposure of African American girls to sexual
violence are especially troubling when we take into account
that African American women access counseling at lower
rates than white women and that “exposure to trauma
appears to influence how much Black girls internalized the
cultural expectation of being emotionally tough (‘strong black
woman’).”193 For example, some young African American
women report feeling pressure not to share their experiences
of sexual assault with anyone.194 Reporting violence against
African American women and girls also raises concerns of
“implicat[ing] Black men and boys as perpetrators” which
could result in their becoming a part of the criminal justice
system.195 Not processing this trauma and feeling pressure
to face it without help, especially when the assailants may
be peers and classmates at school, may lead students to
experience toxic stress that impedes learning and trigger
behaviors that can lead to disciplinary action and even to
involvement in the juvenile justice system.196 Therefore,

proper screening for victims of violence and trauma and
trauma-sensitive responses by school personnel are essential
to accurately identifying and providing proper support for
victims of violence and trauma, so that they can succeed in
school and beyond.
3. Sexual Harassment
As previously documented, access to a safe and healthy
school environment conducive to learning is essential for
academic success. In addition to violence and trauma, sexual
harassment is a barrier to learning that disproportionately
impacts girls and their academic achievement. African
American girls report widespread sexual harassment in
school. According to one survey, 56 percent of school-aged
girls report experiencing sexual harassment.197 The same
study found that African American students were more likely
than white students to “change the way they go to or from
schools,” or even change to a new school, in response to
sexual harassment.198 Additionally, some qualitative studies
have observed differences in the ways African American and
white girls experience harassment. For example, in a 2001
national survey of 8th- through 11th-graders, 67 percent of

Sexual Harassment Reported by 8th-11th Graders
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African American girls reported being “touched, grabbed, or pinched in a sexual way,” compared to 56 percent of white girls,
and 28 percent of African American girls reported being “forced to kiss someone,” compared to 15 percent of white girls.199
Furthermore, research suggests that responses from teachers and administrators to the reported harassment of African American
girls are inadequate and steeped in harmful race and sex stereotypes. In fact, “[s]chool administrators, teachers, and people
working for the criminal justice system often misidentify Black girls who physically defend themselves against their harassers as
the aggressors.”200 Such responses ultimately blame African American girls for the harassment they experience, fail to address
the school climate that allows the harassment to occur, and can lead to unjust disciplinary action. It is therefore not surprising
that a study of African American female students in St. Louis found that experiencing sexual harassment at school had “tangible

African American women, both as student plaintiffs
and lawyers, led critical challenges to school sexual
harassment in the U.S. Supreme Court. LaShonda
Davis was only in fifth grade when her school refused to
address the prolonged sexual harassment to which she
was subjected by a boy in her Monroe County, Georgia
class.207 In LaShonda’s case, which was successfully argued
by Verna Williams who was then a Vice President at the
National Women’s Law Center,208 the Court established that
a school can be found liable for student-on-student sexual
harassment under Title IX. The decision has since been
extended to peer harassment based on other protected
bases.

In 2009, a 16-year-old female student at Richmond High
School in Richmond, CA was brutally raped and assaulted
in the campus courtyard during her school’s homecoming
dance. The assault lasted for over two hours and was
witnessed by several bystanders, none of whom intervened.
After an investigation that revealed that sexual harassment
and assault “permeated the educational environment”
at several schools in the district, the West Contra Costa
Unified School District was found to have violated Title IX.
The Department entered into a resolution with the District
in 2013 requiring it to ensure that its schools come into
compliance.209

In April 2011, the Department of Education’s Office for
Civil Rights (OCR) issued extensive guidance on the rights
of students and the obligations of schools — at both the
K-12 and post-secondary levels — to respond promptly and
effectively to student-on-student sexual harassment and
sexual violence in accordance with the requirements of Title
IX.210 In March 2014, OCR issued a “Questions and Answers”
document further clarifying the application of Title IX to
sexual violence cases and launched Notalone.gov, a website
with resources to respond to and prevent sexual assault in
schools.211
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negative outcomes . . . including harmful effects
on school performance, the curtailment of social
networks, peer rejection, and negative emotional
outcomes.”202
In addition, although researchers are only beginning
to document the experiences of Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) students of color
in schools, there is a strong need for more data
on the experiences of African American LGBT girls
and gender nonconforming girls. The data that are
available on African American LGBT youth (male and
female) illustrate the challenges these students face
when simply showing up at school, and the serious
repercussions for their educational success. According
to a 2011 survey, 56 percent of LGBT African
American students experienced verbal harassment
based on sexual orientation at school, and 43 percent
experienced the same based on gender expression.203
Over half (54 percent) of African American LGBT
students felt unsafe at school because of their sexual
orientation and 36 percent felt unsafe because of
their gender expression.204
Overall, the prevalent sexual harassment of African
American girls in schools and the failure of many
schools to seriously address it harms African American
girls and interferes with their education, in violation of
Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972205 and
possibly also Title VI of the Civil Rights Act.206
F. EARLY PREGNANCY AND PARENTING
In addition to the previously described educational
barriers, early parenting has a significant impact on
academic progress for many African American girls.
While birth rates for African American teens between
15 and 19 years old decreased by 7 percent from
2011 to 2012, African American young women
experience unintended pregnancies at three times the
rate of young white women.212 For African American
young women trying to secure an education, teen
pregnancy can be a particularly challenging obstacle
to the completion of a program or the finishing of a
degree.
While many pregnant teens speak of having children
as motivating them to stay in school, graduate,
and attain their educational and professional goals,
the negative messages and discouragement they
receive from others can undermine their efforts to
do so.213 Work demands, child care responsibilities
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Schools across the country
continue to unlawfully bar pregnant
and parenting students from
school activities, expel them from
school, pressure them to attend
often sub-par alternative programs,
and penalize them for pregnancyrelated absences, in violation of
Title IX and the U.S. Constitution.
For example, when schools rigidly
apply attendance policies without
regard for the underlying reasons
for students’ absences, pregnant
students end up experiencing
discriminatory discipline;215 many
students are sent to truancy
court based on pregnancy-related
absences, which, under Title IX,
schools must excuse for as long
as it is deemed by a student’s
doctor to be medically necessary.216
In 2013, the Department of
Education’s Office for Civil Rights
issued guidance reminding schools
of their obligations and clarifying, in
the form of answers to Frequently
Asked Questions, how the Title IX
regulations pertaining to schools’
treatment of pregnant and parenting
students must be interpreted.217

Illustrating bias
against African
American teen
moms: Kymberly
Wimberly, a black
female student in
McGehee, Arkansas,
gave birth to a child
during her junior
year of high school,
took a full load of
Advanced Placement
courses her senior
year, and finished at
the top of her class.
The response to her
accomplishment?
Staff members at the
school characterized
her achievement as a
“big mess,” and the
next day the school’s
principal named a
white student as
Kymberly’s “covaledictorian.”225

Schools that
provide support
for pregnant and
parenting students
— such as assistance
finding child care
and transportation,
flexible schedules,
access or referrals
to wraparound
services, and ongoing
academic support
to help promote
completion — make
a big difference in
the success rates of
student parents and
their children.

and educational barriers — including stigmatization and
harassment by administrators, teachers, and fellow students
— can prevent African American young women from realizing
their potential, forcing them to reluctantly leave school.214
Nearly half (45 percent) of non-Hispanic African American
girls and young women will become pregnant at least once by
age 20, which is more than one and a half times the national
average.218 Although data do not show what percentage of
these girls and young women will become parenting students,
without the proper support to stay in school or access to vital
family support programs, African American teen mothers and
their children are likely to continue to experience poverty and
poor educational outcomes.219 Overall, only about half (51
percent) of teen mothers get a high school diploma by age
22, compared to 89 percent of women who do not have a

child during their teen years.220 One-third (34 percent) of
teenage mothers never obtain a GED nor a diploma by age
22,221 and less than 2 percent of young teenage mothers
attain a college degree by the age of 30.222 However, with
the right support and encouragement, teen parents can —
and do — succeed.223 Interestingly, white girls have lower
teen birth rates than African American girls, but more than
67 percent of African American girls who give birth before
the age of 18 get a high school diploma or GED by age 22
— while the same is true for only 55 percent of white girls.224
Additional research regarding this perseverance by African
American girls may serve to help increase the rates of white
and other girls who give birth before 18 who ultimately get
their high school diploma or GED by age 22.

While the preceding section of this report explains the root causes of poor educational outcomes, the report now reviews
the available research detailing the current state of education for African American girls. These data illustrate the critical
importance of eliminating the root causes of educational disparities in order to ensure the success of African American girls.

5

DATA ON ACADEMIC INDICATORS
AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS LEFT BEHIND

As a result of the many impediments to African American girls’ educational
opportunities and success, African American girls lag behind all other girls on
almost all indicators of academic success, including high school graduation
rates. This section presents the data documenting the academic challenges
facing African American girls, including test scores, grades, grade promotion and
retention, enrollment in AP courses and AP exam scores, and college enrollment
and completion. This section also highlights the pressing need for additional
research and data collection on the educational attainment of African American
girls. Together, the data demonstrate that the effort to ensure that African American
girls have equal access to educational opportunities is nothing short of imperative.
A. HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATES
High school completion is a basic indicator of academic success and a lens
through which to view African American girls’ educational disparities. And, on this
measure, African American girls are falling behind. They are less likely than other
girls to complete high school on time (within 4 years). In fact, in 2010, over onethird (34 percent) of African American female students did not graduate on time,
compared to only 19 percent of white female students and 22 percent of all female
students.226 The graduation rate for African American girls is lower than all other
groups of girls, except American Indian girls.227 In almost all states with available
data, the high school on time graduation rate for African American girls was below
the national average for girls overall. In some states the on time graduation rates
for African American girls were abysmal.
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For example, as the graph below illustrates, only 46 percent
of African American girls graduated from high school on
time in Nebraska (compared to 81 percent for girls overall
in Nebraska) and only 48 percent graduated on time in
Nevada (compared to 66 percent for girls overall in the
state). The picture is very different in the top two states for
African American girls’ graduation rates, North Dakota and
Tennessee: 84 percent of African American girls in North
Dakota graduated from high school on time (still lower than
the rate of 86 percent for girls overall in North Dakota) and
81 percent did so in Tennessee (compared to 83 percent for
girls overall in the state).228

On-Time Graduation Rates
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As the graph below shows, the disparity in educational outcomes extends beyond high school completion. In 2013, almost half
(45 percent) of African American women age 25 and older had only a high school diploma or less, compared to 36 percent of
white women and 40 percent of women overall,229 and less than one-quarter (24 percent) of African American women age 25
and older had a bachelor’s degree, compared to about one-third each of women overall (32 percent) and of white, non-Hispanic
women (35 percent).230

Educational Attainment for Women 25 and Older
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B. ACHIEVEMENT TEST SCORES AND GRADE POINT AVERAGES
In addition to high school completion, academic performance
in high school and on standardized achievement tests are
also indicators of the educational status of African American
girls. The National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) measures student proficiency in mathematics,
reading, science, and other subjects for students in grades
4, 8 and 12.231 Across all grades in 2013, African American
girls consistently had the largest percentage of students
scoring below the Basic achievement level (or “below Basic”)
in mathematics and reading when compared to all other
groups of girls, with the exception of American Indian/Alaska
Native girls.232 In 2013, almost two-thirds (63 percent) of
female African American 12th-graders scored “below Basic”
in mathematics and nearly four in ten (39 percent) scored
“below Basic” in reading.233 In 2009, when 12th-graders were
last tested in science, almost three-quarters (73 percent)
of female African American 12th-graders scored “below
Basic.”234

In 2013, African American girls in their senior year of high
school scored lower than every other group of girls on both
math and reading NAEP assessments. This pattern held
across grade levels: African American girls in grades 4 and
8 were more likely to score “below Basic” in mathematics
and reading than all other groups of girls.235 Grades earned
on regularly assigned classwork followed a similar pattern:
in 2009, non-Hispanic African American female 12th-graders
had the lowest overall grade point averages when compared
to girls of any other racial or ethnic group.236
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Percentage 0f Female High School Seniors Scoring below the Basic Achievement
Level on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)

C. GRADE RETENTION
There are also disparities relating to grade retention for African American girls. From kindergarten through 9th-grade, African
American girls are “held back” a grade or “retained” at a rate of 21 percent, which is far higher than the rate for any other
group of girls — particularly white girls who are retained at a rate of only eight percent — and more than twice as high as the
10 percent rate for girls overall.237

Percentage of 9th Grade Female Students Who Had Ever Been Retained in a Grade
(Kindergarten through 9)
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Although evidence of the impact of grade retention is mixed,238 the alarmingly high rates of grade retention among African
American students, including girls, is troubling and illustrates the extent to which schools are failing to meet their needs.
D. AP CLASSES AND EXAMS
Another indicator of academic achievement is
enrollment in Advanced Placement (AP) classes
and successful scores on AP exams. African
American girls are the least likely group of girls
to graduate from high school with college credit
and the least likely to earn high scores on college
entrance exams. Part of the issue is access to and
performance in AP-level or college-credit courses.
Recent data show that African American students
comprise 16 percent of high school enrollment,
but 9 percent of students enrolled in at least
one AP course, and 4 percent of students with
a qualifying score on at least one AP exam.239
National data shows that African American girls
are underrepresented in AP classes for STEM
subjects, making up only 5 percent of AP math
and science students, despite comprising over
8 percent of students enrolled in basic math
and science classes.240 Meanwhile, white girls
comprised one-third of AP math and science
students, which is slightly higher than their share
of students in basic math and science classes.241

Advanced Placement Exam Scores
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Share of All Students in High School Math and Science Classes

AP exams are designed as college-level exams that give students the opportunity to earn college credit while still in high school.
The exam is scored on a scale of 1 to 5, and a score of 3 is the typical minimum accepted by colleges for credit.242 According to
data from the College Board, which administers the exam, although the average exam score for girls fell below 3, of the female
students who took an AP exam, African American girls had the lowest average exam score (1.99), far lower than girls overall
(2.77) and white girls (2.93).243 Only 28 percent of African American girls who took an AP exam scored a 3 or higher compared
to 56 percent of all girls and 62 percent of white girls.244 And African American girls who take AP tests in STEM subjects get
lower scores than other girls too: in 2012, for example, black girls had a national average AP STEM score of 2.01, compared
to 2.99 for white girls and 2.85 for all girls.245 A recent analysis found that in some states between 2006 and 2013, no African
American students and no female students took a computer science AP exam.246 In Mississippi, Montana, and Wyoming, no girls
took the computer science AP exam, and in 11 states no African American students took the computer science AP exam at all.247

E. SAT AND ACT SCORES
Although there are many legitimate questions about over-reliance on
high-stakes tests, almost all colleges and universities in the U.S. require
students to take and submit scores from a standardized test as part of
the college admissions process, with higher test scores necessary for
admission to the best universities. There are two dominant exams used
by post-secondary schools for college admission in the U.S. — the SAT
and the ACT. Among college-bound seniors in 2013, African American
girls had the lowest average SAT scores of any group of girls for critical
reading, mathematics and writing.248 And African American girls in the
graduating class of 2012 scored lower on the ACT than girls overall:
their average composite score of 17 out of 36 was lower than the
average score for girls overall (21 out of 36).249 This pattern held true
for their scores in English, reading, mathematics, and science.250
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African American girls had lower scores on the STEM portions of the ACT college entrance exam. In 2012, only 6 percent of
African American girls met the ACT science college readiness benchmark compared to 27 percent of girls overall; and 14 percent
of African American girls met the math benchmark, compared to 42 percent of girls overall.251 African American girls also lag on
the math section of the SAT exam, scoring an average of 423, while white girls scored an average of 519 out of 800.252

Percentage of Students Meeting College Readiness Benchmark Scores on the ACT
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F. ACCESS TO AND COMPLETION OF POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION
Another indicator of academic preparation and achievement is enrollment in post-secondary education. Here, the news is
improving for African American young women. Recent data show that from 1994 to 2012, the share of African American female
high school completers enrolling in college increased from 48 to 69 percent.253 However, African American female students are
less likely than other female students to enroll in a four-year program.254 African American women, who make up just 15 percent
of female high school graduates between the ages of 15 and 24, are slightly overrepresented in two-year colleges (where they
are 16 percent of female students) and are underrepresented at four-year institutions (where they are only 13 percent of female
students).255
Additionally, data show that even when African American women do enroll in college, their completion rates are lower than those
of other female students and they are less prepared upon entering these programs: 45 percent of African American female firstyear college students reported having to take remedial classes, compared to 34 percent of white female students and 39 percent
of female students overall.259 Among first-time postsecondary students who started a full-time program at a four-year institution
in 2006, only 44 percent of African American female students had received their bachelor’s degree six years later in May 2013,
compared to 65 percent of white female students, and 61 percent of all female students.260 Completion rates were lower across
all groups for associate’s degrees or certificate programs, and in these shorter programs too, African American female students

AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN PLAYED A SIGNIFICANT ROLE
IN DESEGREGATING INSTITUTIONS OF HIGHER EDUCATION.
NAACP LDF lawyers argued critical higher education desegregation cases.
Constance Baker Motley, an African American female civil rights attorney and judge,
wrote the original complaint in Brown while working with the NAACP Legal Defense
and Educational Fund, Inc. following her graduation from Columbia Law School. In
1962, Motley was the first African American woman to argue before the U.S. Supreme
Court when she successfully argued for James Meredith’s admission as the first black
student at the University of Mississippi. She later became the first African American
woman elected to the New York State Senate in 1964 and the first African American
female federal court judge, a position she held until her death in 2005.256
African American women also served as plaintiffs in higher education cases
challenging the “separate but equal” doctrine. In 1948, before Brown was decided,
Ada Lois Sipuel challenged her denial of admission to the all-white law school at the
University of Oklahoma. When the Supreme Court held that Ms. Sipuel was entitled
to receive a legal education provided by the state and that Oklahoma was required to
provide African Americans instruction equal to that of whites, Ms. Sipuel became the
first African American woman to attend the law school. She graduated in 1951 and
later returned to the University to serve as a member of the Board of Regents.257
In 1955, the Supreme Court ruled in Lucy v. Adams, a case brought on behalf of
Autherine Lucy and Polly Anne Myers, that the University of Alabama could not
deny admission to students solely on account of race. Lucy became the first African
American student to attend the University of Alabama in 1956 (Myers was denied
admission). Riots followed Lucy’s admission, and she was expelled on grounds of
slandering the university (an expulsion that was not overturned until 1988). The
following year, Lucy and her daughter enrolled at the University, earning their degrees
in 1992.258
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fared worse than females of most other racial groups. An
analysis of two-year institution completion rates reveals that
only 29 percent of African American female students who
started a full-time degree-seeking program in 2009 completed
a certificate or associate’s degree within 150 percent of the
normal time, compared with 32 percent of white female
students and 34 percent of all female students.261 There is
a need for more research on what accounts for these lower
completion rates, which may be attributable to lack of support
systems within universities, lack of preparation for collegelevel work and/or lack of needed educational supports.
Enrollment in and completion of post-secondary education is
particularly important, as it is an indicator of future earnings.
While college completion is a predictor of future earnings,
women overall make less than men and African American
women make less than white, non-Hispanic women among full
time, year-round workers, at almost every education level, a
fact that demonstrates the continuing role of race and gender
bias.262 There also is an overall earnings gap between workers
with two-year and four-year degrees. Looking at highest level
degrees attained, full-time workers with a bachelor’s degree
typically make $331 more per week than those with an
associate’s degree;263 not surprisingly, however, those with
associate’s degrees in technical fields can out-earn those
with bachelor’s degrees.264 Therefore, while African American
women are uniquely impacted by both race and gender

in terms of earnings potential, additional post-secondary
education can still positively impact future earnings.
In undergraduate STEM programs, African American women
are relatively less underrepresented than white women, but
they are still underrepresented. Thirty-five percent of African
American female undergraduate freshmen intend to major
in STEM fields, compared with 31 percent of white female
freshmen and 34 percent of female freshmen overall.265 In
2012, only 6 percent of associate’s degrees awarded to
African American women were in STEM fields, compared to 5
percent for white women and 6 percent for women overall.266
Additionally, 28 percent of bachelor’s degrees awarded to
African American women were in STEM fields, compared
to 27 percent for white women and 29 percent for women
overall.267

All of the data above defy the widely held assumption that all
girls are succeeding in school. On a wide range of measures
of academic achievement — graduation rates, grade retention,
proficiency in core courses, and access to and completion
of post-secondary education — too many African American
female students are not leaving school ready for college
and careers, and as a result, they and their families face
tremendous economic consequences.
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6

ECONOMIC OUTCOMES

THE CONSEQUENCES OF EDUCATIONAL DISPARITIES

The educational outcomes of African American girls get little attention despite
the stark connection between education and future income level and economic
well-being. The ability of women of all races and ethnicities to provide for their
families at levels above the poverty line is directly tied to their educational
attainment. For example, a female African American college graduate
with a bachelor’s degree can typically expect an increase of about
$657,000 in lifetime earnings over a female African American
high school graduate.268
Education levels have an extraordinary impact
on poverty; in 2013, while African American
women overall had higher rates of poverty than
their male and female white, non-Hispanic
counterparts at every level of educational
attainment, 43 percent of African American
women ages 25 and older without a high
school diploma were living in poverty, compared
to 29 percent with a high school diploma
and 9 percent with a bachelor’s degree or
higher.269 The much higher rates of poverty
for African American women without a high
school degree underscores the importance of
addressing and eliminating the barriers they
face to educational achievement.

Poverty by Educational Attainment
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Median Household Wealth

All
of
these
factors
contribute to the stagnant
wage gap for African
American women. African
American who work full
time, year round typically
are paid only 64 cents for
every dollar paid to white,
non-Hispanic men and
82 cents for every dollar
paid white, non-Hispanic
women. The gap in wages
between African American
women and white men
translates into a loss of
$19,399 per year and
over the course of a 40year career, this gap costs
African American women
an average of $776,000 –
more than three-quarters of

a million dollars.274
The low federal minimum wage also contributes to economic
insecurity. A woman working full-time, year-round at the
current federal minimum wage will earn only $14,500
annually, which is more than $4,000 below the federal
poverty line for a single woman with two children.270
African American women in particular are overrepresented
in some of the most poorly paid jobs in the nation.
African American women make up 12 percent of the lowwage workforce, which is double their share of the overall
workforce (6 percent). White, non-Hispanic women are also
overrepresented in the low-wage workforce, but to a much
smaller extent—they make up 34 percent of the low-wage
workforce compared to 31 percent of the overall workforce.
White, non-Hispanic men, in contrast are significantly
underrepresented in the low-wage workforce—they make
up 35 percent of the overall workforce compared to only 16
percent of the low-wage workforce.272
Furthermore, the less education a woman receives, the
more likely she is to earn the minimum wage or less. African
American women without a high school diploma make up a
share of the low wage workforce that is 4.5 times their share
of the overall workforce; those with a high school diploma or
its equivalent make up a share of the low-wage workforce that
is 2.9 times their share of the overall workforce; even those
with some college education or an associate’s degree are
disproportionately represented in the low-wage workforce. It
isn’t until an African American woman has a bachelor’s degree
or more that she is no longer disproportionately represented
in the low-wage workforce.273

Moreover, lower wages over the course of a lifetime compound
in a “wealth gap” for African American women. Close to half
(46 percent) of single African American women had zero or
negative wealth in 2007, compared with 23 percent of single
white, non-Hispanic women, and 15 percent of married or
cohabitating white, non-Hispanic couples.275 Single African
American women had a median household wealth (including
vehicles) of just $5,000, compared with $49,180 for white,
non-Hispanic single women and $193,400 for married or
cohabitating white, non-Hispanic couples.276 According to the
Institute on Assets and Social Policy (IASP), college education
alone accounts for five percent of the racial wealth gap. IASP
found that highly educated households tend to have more
wealth and that comparable college degrees led to more
wealth for whites than for African Americans.277
The economic success and wages of African American
women are increasingly important to them and their families.
More women now than ever are the primary breadwinners for
their families. For example, in 2012, more than four in ten
households with children under 18 had mothers who were the
sole or primary provider for the family and an additional 22
percent of households with children had mothers who were
co-breadwinners, earning between 25 and 50 percent of the
family’s earnings.278 And in 2010 over half (53 percent) of
African American working wives earned as much or more than
their husbands.279 Addressing the educational outcomes –
and the many barriers that undermine them – is crucial to the
economic security for African American women, their families
and communities.
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7

A CALL TO ACTION TO ELIMINATE EDUCATIONAL DISPARITIES
FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS

As this report demonstrates, there is a great need to develop and implement culturally responsive interventions to support the
educational and career success of African American girls and women.
A number of recent proposals would help improve educational outcomes for African American children — boys and girls. Examples
of such proposals include:
• Expanding access to affordable, high-quality child care and early education through increased investments in
child care, Head Start, universal, full-day prekindergarten, and other early learning initiatives; and through improved
policies that reflect the diverse needs of families, including families with parents working full time, parents in school, and
parents working variable or nontraditional schedules;
• Increasing access to educational opportunities that promote diversity and reduce racial isolation, such as magnet
schools;
• Ensuring access to curricula that will help students build strong academic foundations and be college and career
ready, such as Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) courses and courses that will help students
develop critical-thinking, reading, and math skills, such as equitably implemented Common Core academic standards;
• Investing in initiatives that improve school engagement and academic achievement such as extended learning
time, mentoring programs, and support services responsive to the needs of students and their families;
• Ensuring that students in high-need schools are taught by credentialed teachers who have degrees in their
assigned teaching areas;
• Ensuring that federal funding is fairly distributed and schools with limited resources receive targeted federal support;
and
• Ensuring that state, local, and federal funds are used to help schools reduce racial and gender disparities in education.
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The recommendations below describe in more detail ways
to further identify and address the particular challenges
faced by African American girls and improve their rates of
high school graduation and completion of post-secondary
education.
More research is needed to identify practices and programs
that will best improve outcomes for African American girls
and women, but the existing research should encourage
educators, policymakers, and funders to invest significant
resources to improve educational outcomes for African
American girls. The following recommendations provide a
roadmap for such action.

1

ADDRESS OVERLY PUNITIVE
DISCIPLINARY PRACTICES THAT
DISPROPORTIONATELY IMPACT AFRICAN
AMERICAN GIRLS AND PUSH THEM OUT
OF SCHOOL.
As a general matter, policymakers, schools, parents and
community advocates should have access to educational
data — including data on school discipline — disaggregated
and cross-tabulated by sex, race, ethnicity, status as an
English Learner, and disability status, so that they may make
informed decisions, address disparities and work to secure
access to equal educational opportunities for all children.
To tackle the specific challenges facing African American girls,
we recommend the following:

Policymakers
• Encourage the U.S. Department of Education’s Office
for Civil Rights to investigate the extent to which
school discipline policies disproportionately impact
girls of color and conduct compliance reviews of
school disciplinary practices that specifically involve
the intersection of race and gender discrimination or
stereotypes, implicating both Title VI of the Civil Rights
Act and Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972.

Schools and Districts
• Provide educators and school personnel with gender and
racial bias training to root out discriminatory discipline
practices and ensure that schools are encouraging and
supporting, not undermining, the academic success of
African American female students.
• Conduct universal screening for students’ academic,
social and emotional, mental health and other needs,
and ensure that proper culturally-responsive supports
are in place, such as counseling, to assist students
who may have been exposed to trauma or violence.
• Provide teachers, staff and administrators with training
to recognize signs of the trauma that may be underlying
perceived “defiant” or “disrespectful” behavior,
understand the effects of trauma on children, and to
learn ways to appropriately address trauma and not revictimize students.

• Allocate funding for the annual collection and reporting
of educational data, such as the Civil Rights Data
Collection.

• Provide girls — particularly those with a history of
trauma — with culturally appropriate social and
emotional learning programs that teach them skills for
responding to conflict.

• Allocate funding for the U.S. Department of Education
to routinely conduct compliance reviews, resolve
complaints, and enter into resolution agreements
to eliminate racial and gender discrimination and
disparities in schools and districts.

• Track and share effective school discipline practices
and adopt and implement practices that not only
reduce suspension and expulsion but also reduce the
disproportionate impact of practices on children of
color.
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• Annually report discipline data to the public, including
specific reasons for disciplinary action, length of time
and nature of disciplinary intervention used, and
number of instruction days lost.
• Conduct regular audits of discipline policies and data
to identify and address disparities, limit the use of
exclusionary discipline practices, support inclusive,
culturally-responsive alternatives to exclusionary
discipline practices to help reduce racial and gender
disparities, such as restorative justice.
• Reduce the presence of law enforcement in schools,
such as School Resource Officers (SROs), who have
been shown to foster a climate of distrust and increase
youth involvement with the juvenile justice system,
particularly for students of color, often for minor
offenses.

Parents, Caregivers and Community Advocates
• Request participation in the development and
implementation of school discipline rules and policies.
Encourage schools and districts to use tools like
the federal joint discipline guidance, issued by the
Departments of Education and Justice, to develop
alternatives to overly punitive discipline practices.
• Highlight community-based and culturally-responsive
services and resources available, and ensure that
schools are connecting students and families with
these resources to support and address their social,
emotional, mental health and other needs.
• Report to the U.S. Office for Civil Rights, school board,
and other appropriate local and state officials, any
failure on the part of schools to give parents proper
notification of disciplinary actions and the opportunity
to participate in the disciplinary process.
• Hold community forums and public meetings to discuss
civil rights protections related to school discipline and
develop community responses to schools or districts
that continue discriminatory practices and policies.

2

SUPPORT PROGRAMS AND
ALTERNATIVES THAT PREVENT AND
REDUCE AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS’
INVOLVEMENT WITH THE JUVENILE
JUSTICE SYSTEM.

Policymakers
• Eliminate legal loopholes that permit youth, and girls
in particular, to be detained for status offenses and
technical probation violations, such as truancy and
running away.
• Require juvenile justice systems to conduct universal,
gender-responsive, trauma-informed screening to
determine the physical and mental health, economic
and educational needs of girls who commit offenses, to
better understand their conduct as well as the services
they need to heal, reform their behavior, and continue
their education.

Juvenile Justice Systems
• Increase referrals of eligible juveniles for diversionary
treatment, as an alternative to incarceration, to
ensure that they are able to complete their education
and access available community-based supports and
services to improve their educational outcomes.
• Conduct universal, gender-responsive, traumainformed screening for all detainees, and provide
access to gender-responsive, trauma-informed,
culturally relevant services to address the often very
serious unmet mental health and other needs of girls
who are detained.
• Provide training to decision-makers — including
police, prosecutors, judges, and probation officers —
especially regarding implicit bias, the role stereotypes
may play in their decision-making, the prevalence of
trauma histories among girls in the system, and how
to best use their discretion to support and improve
outcomes for girls who are in or at risk for involvement
in the juvenile justice system.
• Ensure that girls in juvenile justice facilities have equal
access to quality educational opportunities, including
career and technical training for jobs in high-skill, highwage fields.
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Schools and Districts
• Reduce school-based discipline referrals of African
American girls and other children of color to the juvenile
justice system by reducing the involvement of police in
the handling of minor school disciplinary matters.
• If police or School Resource Officers (SROs) are in
schools, ensure that Memoranda of Understanding
(MOUs) are executed that clearly define their role,
ensuring that they are not handling routine or minor
disciplinary matters and working collaboratively with
school education officials.
• Ensure that any law enforcement officers in schools are
culturally competent and receive frequent training on
youth development, implicit bias, and race and gender
bias.
• Conduct community-based trainings for law
enforcement on best practices and culturally and ageappropriate discipline practices.

3

COMBAT GENDER-BASED
HARASSMENT AND VIOLENCE AND
ENSURE THAT AFRICAN AMERICAN
GIRLS GET THE SUPPORT THEY
NEED TO HEAL FROM TRAUMA THEY
EXPERIENCE.

As a general matter, in order for African American girls and
all students to succeed, policymakers, schools, parents and
community advocates must work to create and maintain safe
and respectful environments where students can learn and
have the support they need to overcome obstacles. School
communities must not tolerate harassment or violence of any
kind.
To address the specific challenges facing African American
girls, we recommend the following:

Policymakers
• Encourage the U.S. Department of Education’s Office
for Civil Rights to provide recipients of federal education
funding with specific guidance on cyber-harassment,
to clarify the responsibilities of school districts and
colleges, in light of technological developments that
affect the severity and pervasiveness of bullying and
sexual harassment, and inform them about how to
address the problem without resorting to zero-tolerance
discipline policies.
• Align legal standards for sexual harassment in schools
with those for harassment in the workplace, to help
prevent and address school-based harassment and
violence.
• Enact laws and policies that protect students from
unfair treatment based on their actual or perceived
sexual orientation and gender identity by providing
more explicit legal protections from discrimination and
harassment for students at both the K-12 and higher
education levels.

Schools and Districts
• Regularly collect and make public, in a way that protects
student privacy and confidentiality, disaggregated and
cross-tabulated data on incidents of harassment based
on sex, race, sexual orientation, and actual or perceived
gender identity.
• Annually provide students and school personnel with
mandatory, age-appropriate, gender identity-sensitive
training on bullying, harassment and violence, including
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the definition of consent, healthy relationship skills,
and bystander intervention.
• Annually provide mandatory training for educators and
administrators on appropriately identifying, interacting
with, and supporting sexual assault and sex trafficking
survivors.
• Annually provide mandatory culturally and communityresponsive training for school personnel and
administrators on supporting students impacted by
harassment or bullying based upon actual or perceived
LGBTQ status or gender identity.
• Ensure that schools have adequate staff, including
counselors, to provide students with (or refer them
to community-based) culturally-responsive, genderresponsive, trauma-informed support, such as mental
health services.
• Regularly review school responses to student needs
and student outcomes and evaluate whether schools
have the resources or relationships with communitybased organizations necessary to provide needed
support services.

Parents, Caregivers and Community Advocates
• Develop partnerships with schools and districts to
ensure that they are aware of appropriate and responsive
community-based social service organizations and can
refer students when appropriate.
• Hold community forums on the identification of and
appropriate responses to and treatments for victims of
trauma or violence, including victims of sex trafficking.

4

FUND AND INCENTIVIZE STATES
TO IMPLEMENT PROGRAMS TO
SUPPORT AND IMPROVE HIGH
SCHOOL COMPLETION RATES
AND EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES
FOR PREGNANT AND PARENTING
STUDENTS.

Policymakers
• Enact laws and policies to require school districts and
post-secondary institutions to provide academic and
related support to pregnant and parenting students,
such as affordable, school-based, high-quality child
care. Require states and districts to collect data and
report on the supports provided to, and the outcomes
of, pregnant and parenting students.
• Support legislation like the Pregnant and Parenting
Students Access to Education Act, which would
create a federal grant program to provide states and
school districts with resources to appropriately support
pregnant and parenting students.
• Encourage the U.S. Department of Education’s Office
for Civil Rights to conduct proactive compliance reviews
to identify educational barriers for pregnant and
parenting students at both the secondary and postsecondary levels and improve schools’ compliance with
Title IX.
• Direct and fund the U.S. Department of Education
to conduct research to evaluate the most promising
school-based service delivery models for pregnant and
parenting students and identify programs that are most
effective at improving their educational outcomes and
long-term success.
• Support culturally-relevant and medically-accurate
primary and secondary teen pregnancy prevention and
sex education efforts that are comprehensive, ageappropriate, and LGBTQ-inclusive — and that do not
use shaming tactics that stigmatize young mothers and
fathers.

Schools and Districts
• Collect non-personally identifiable data on pregnant and
parenting students, including educational outcomes,
and use that data to identify the scope of services
needed and to hold accountable schools with a pattern
of pushing out students in violation of Title IX.
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• Eliminate discriminatory barriers that push out pregnant
and parenting students, including harassment and
discriminatory attendance policies.
• Provide academic and related support and flexibility
to pregnant and parenting students, so they can stay
engaged in school and on track for graduation.

5

IMPROVE EXTRACURRICULAR
OPPORTUNITIES AND PARTICIPATION
AMONG AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS.

6

To address the leadership opportunity gap for girls and to
support the continued leadership of African American girls
and women:

Policymakers
• Create opportunities to help amplify the voices of
African American girls who are marginalized — such
as those who are unfairly disciplined in school; those
who get pushed into the juvenile justice system;
those who are victims of sexual violence; those who
become mothers at a young age; and those who are
discouraged from succeeding in school — and ensure
that their perspectives and their needs are visible,
supported, and prioritized at every level in the public,
private and nonprofit sectors.

Policymakers
• Hold districts and schools accountable for reporting
and justifying distribution of sports and extracurricular
funding and spending and enforce equitable funding for
girls in compliance with Title IX. Ensure that the U.S.
Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights uses
its enforcement power to hold non-compliant states
and districts accountable.

Schools and Districts

• Promote increased transparency regarding high
school athletics participation opportunities. Support
bills like the High School Data Transparency Act,
introduced in both the U.S. House and the Senate,
which would require high schools to publicly report
detailed information about, participation rates in, and
expenditures on their athletics programs, broken down
by race and gender.

• Expose African American girls to African American
women in leadership positions — through ongoing
mentoring programs, field trips, and guest speakers —
so that they know they can achieve their goals and
grow to be successful women.
• Help girls develop resilience and leadership skills
like conflict resolution, healthy communication, and
problem-solving.

Schools and Districts
• Engage in outreach and recruitment to encourage
African American girls to participate in sports and other
extracurricular opportunities in which they historically
have been underrepresented.
• Provide financial and other supports, such as
transportation, to address and eliminate the barriers
that limit African American girls’ access to athletics and
other extracurricular activities.

SUPPORT LEADERSHIP
DEVELOPMENT AMONG AFRICAN
AMERICAN GIRLS.

7

IMPROVE STEM OPPORTUNITIES
AND ACHIEVEMENT FOR AFRICAN
AMERICAN GIRLS.

As a general matter, policymakers, schools, parents and
community advocates should be encouraged to secure
and provide increased access to rigorous course offerings,
including early Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics (STEM) learning opportunities and informal
education programs, that provide students with hands-on
learning opportunities during school, after school, and over
the summer.
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To enhance learning opportunities for African American
girls, we recommend the following:

Policymakers
• Support and enact policies and initiatives to increase
numbers of underrepresented students in Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM)
fields.
• Encourage federal agencies that grant funds to
educational institutions to increase oversight and
auditing of grantees to ensure compliance with Title IX
in the STEM area, to ensure that girls and young women
have equal access to STEM programs and curricula.
• Require schools and districts to annually report
enrollment in STEM courses, disaggregated by race/
ethnicity, grade level, special education status, and
English Learner status.

Schools and Districts
• Engage in targeted outreach and recruitment of African
American girls and other underrepresented students for
high-level STEM programs.
• Offer mentoring programs, field trips, and other
opportunities to increase students’ regular exposure
to female STEM professionals, as well as other career
professionals.
• Offer informal education programs that offer hands-on
learning opportunities and academic support, including
tutoring, during school, after school, and over the
summer.
• Educate students and school personnel about
stereotypes and the ability of individuals to learn and
change based on their experiences, so they understand
that everyone has the potential to understand
increasingly complex concepts over time.
• Provide educators and other school personnel with
training on recognizing and overcoming implicit bias,
so they can work to ensure they are not subconsciously
discouraging female students from excelling in STEM
subjects and pursuing STEM fields.
• Promptly address sexual harassment in schools,
particularly in classrooms where female students are
underrepresented and are likely to feel unwelcome
even absent negative messages from their teachers or
peers.
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8

REQUIRE THE REPORTING OF DATA
THAT REFLECT THE NEEDS OF
AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS.

Policymakers
• Require states and districts to report and make publiclyaccessible student academic and school climate data,
including school discipline data, cross-tabulated by
race, gender, and disability.
• Provide funding and infrastructure support to the U.S.
Department of Education, so that it can annually
release the universal Civil Rights Data Collection and
ensure that all school districts report accurate data
disaggregated by race, gender, age, special education
status, and English Learner status.
• Hold districts and schools accountable for timely
reporting of data. Ensure that the U.S. Department of
Education’s Office for Civil Rights holds non-compliant
districts accountable (including those that refuse to
timely make data available upon request).
• Use reported data to develop improvements and
highlight disparities (i.e. resources, discipline
disparities), ensure that schools/districts are taking
action to remedy disparities and, where they are not,
ensure enforcement by the Office for Civil Rights.
• Encourage federal agencies to assess and report on
existing federal programs and their impact on women
and girls of color, and make recommendations for
improvement.

Schools and Districts
• Require that all collected student academic data be
cross-tabulated, so the data address race, ethnicity,
and gender to ensure that the academic needs of all
boys and girls are not masked and interventions can be
better targeted.

9

INVEST IN THE FUTURE OF AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS.

The recent, unprecedented level of commitment from organized philanthropy to improve outcomes for boys and men of color is
laudable. It signals an understanding that the challenges facing boys and men of color are serious and will only be conquered with
a strong and focused effort. This report complements those efforts and calls for a significant commitment to improve outcomes
for girls and women of color. The data in this report lays the groundwork for philanthropic organizations to develop an agenda
and target funding to address the needs of women and girls of color in the United States. Funding must be directed towards
the social services, support systems, and programs that will help address the needs of all African American girls, including the
most vulnerable — those who are low-income, in the child welfare system, victims of child sex trafficking, struggling to complete
school, or in the juvenile justice system.
Among other things, philanthropic support for African American girls and women could be directed to:
• Host a series of convenings and focus groups, involving youth and community members, to identify community and
culturally-responsive strategies to address issues facing women and girls of color.
• Support organizations providing services and mentorship programs for African American girls, including culturallyappropriate, gender-responsive, trauma-informed mental health services and sexual violence support groups, services for
pregnant and parenting students, educational opportunities that enhance African American girls’ exposure to Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM), programs that give African American girls access to athletics and other
extracurricular opportunities, and programs that nurture leadership development for African American and other girls of
color.
• Support federal, state and local advocacy efforts to implement gender-responsive, trauma-informed, culturally-responsive
discipline practices and counseling services for youth in schools, as well as policies and programs that improve outcomes
for pregnant and parenting students and their children.
• Fund research projects to examine and identify interventions that hold promise for best improving educational outcomes
for African American girls.
• Fund projects to document and address the dearth of research regarding the educational experiences of lesbian, bisexual,
transgender, and questioning African American girls, and help to target resources and supports to improve school
environments and their educational outcomes.
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