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very time the school bell rings, synapses 
fire and sparks fly as our youngsters’ minds 

begin to work and learn. Turns out, it’s not 
just what they study, but also with whom  

they study that impacts whether they are fully  
prepared to succeed after receiving their  
diplomas.

The white supremacist protests in Charlottesville, 
VA, along with President Trump’s controversial 
response and his derogatory comments toward 

Haiti have reinvigorated the race tensions that 
prevail in our country. While more people are 
speaking out against such blatant acts of racism, 
less obvious systemic inequities remain, particularly 
in what many Americans believe should be the 
great equalizer – our public schools.

It’s been more than half a century since the 
Supreme Court ruled in Brown vs. Board of Education 
that segregated schools violate the Constitution.  
(Newport abolished segregated schools much earlier, 

together we learn
HOW ONE COMMUNITY STANDS STRONG AGAINST EDUCATIONAL INEQUALITY.

in 1865). Yet schools often remain racially 
divided, both nationwide and in Rhode Island. In 
a 2016 UCLA Civil Rights Project (CRP) report, 
Rhode Island ranked fourth among the most 
segregated states for Latino students and 18th for 
black students. Why? Because almost half of our 
Latino students and a third of our black students 
attend schools where almost all of their classmates 
are people of color.

In Newport County, while Newport Public 
Schools’ student populations are diverse, with 
58 percent students from various backgrounds, 
in neighboring Middletown, the student body is 
70 percent white. In every other district in the 
county—Jamestown, Portsmouth, Little Compton 
and Tiverton—student bodies are almost entirely 
white (90 percent or higher).

(continued on p. 28)
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(continued from p. 27) 
The most obvious reason for this  

disparity is that our schools reflect the  
demographics of our neighborhoods – 
since Newport County is almost entirely 
white, our schools are too. And the CRP  
report explains that as our country’s population 
 shifts away from having a majority racial 
group, with whom our children learn and 
do not learn matters, as diversity (and lack 
thereof) impacts our children’s education 
and social development.

Cultural Differences = Educational Tools
When Natalie Gaston moved to Newport 

with her husband, a Marine Corps officer, 
and three young children in 2016, they 
were steered toward Portsmouth because 
of the strong schools. After talking with 
other parents who raved about Pell  
Elementary School, the Gastons decided 
to settle in Newport. One of the many 
reasons she is happy with her decision is 
her son’s exposure to various cultures, both 
within the student body and the curriculum. 
Diversity is what they hoped to find in 
Newport after experiencing it in her son’s 
previous school in Charlottesville, VA, a 
huge contrast to the preschool Head Start 
program he’d previously attended in  
California, where his classmates were 
all white. “It was a really neat bonus [in 
Charlottesville] to have [my son] exposed 
to students of different backgrounds,” 
explains Gaston, who also loved that her 
son was learning Spanish words while 
playing with his classmates. Diversity was 
something they didn’t realize they were 
missing until they lost it.

Newport School Committee member 
Jo Eva Gaines explains that schools aim 

to prepare students for the adult world. 
“Once they leave those safe confines of 
home and school, they are in the world 
with different people, different back-
grounds, different values,” she says. “How 
do they deal with it if they’ve never had to? 
That’s the gift of diversity in education.”

Attending mostly white schools, Gaston 
feels, can keep white students in their own 
bubble. “I’d rather my kids grow up and 
be challenged young so they learn how to 
work with many people of different back-
grounds, because I seriously doubt that 
whatever they do as a professional would 
be as isolated. ...Whatever experience and  
exposure they gain now will only build 
their character. Getting used to playing with 
and working with kids on the playground 
is a whole lot easier than going through 
this culture shock in your 20s!”

These skills of collaborating and forming 
relationships with people from various 
backgrounds will only become more necessary 
for all of our students as our country’s 
population shifts. According to a Rhode  
Island Housing report, the state’s non-
white population is expected to increase by 
more than 100,000 people over the next 
decade, whereas the white-population is 
expected to decrease by around 20,000 
people. “By 2030 it is expected that 
non-white persons will account for 30.9 
percent of the state’s total population.”

Lisa Little, the principal of Hathaway 
Elementary School in Portsmouth, also 
discussed the powerful lessons that diverse 
student bodies foster. “Of course, I believe 
students should be more integrated,” she 
says. “I believe we make this happen by 
continuing to teach acceptance and tolerance 
of differences. This is where it starts. If 

we can instill this in our young children, 
perhaps some of the problems with this as 
adults will begin to disappear.”

Oft-Unspoken Tension
Gaines, who attended segregated 

schools, says schools in Newport are not 
segregated. “I don’t think there is a deliberate 
effort anywhere in Newport County to 
keep the races divided,” says the long-time 
educational advocate, adding that Newport 
is the most diverse city in the county, and 
its schools reflect that. Newport also offers 
the most low-income housing in the county, 
and as a result, the schools reflect the 
impact of poverty on students’ education. 
The divide that has led to achievement 
gaps between Newport Public Schools  
and other districts across the county is  
not racially-based, says Gaines: “It’s  
socioeconomic. Absolutely.”

“It’s obvious that a child from a family 
of lesser means would not be exposed to 
the things that prepare them for school 
that a child of a parent with great resources 
would,” Gaines explains, listing experi-
ences like travel, theater, athletics, even 
visiting the zoo. “It’s little things like that, 
starting from birth, that prepares a child to 
learn,” she says, while also expanding kids’ 
views of what is possible. How we were 
raised, with or without exposure to such 
experiences outside of school, we often 
pass on to our children, Gaines believes: 
“Somehow the cycle has to be broken.”

Of course, not all students of color are  
in poverty, and not all white students are 
affluent, but the historic correlation between 
poverty and race continues. According to 
a National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES) report, African American, Native 

American and Hispanic children are three 
times more likely to be in poverty than 
their white and Asian peers.

For decades, education researchers have 
found that poverty negatively impacts 
academic performance. A direct reflection 
of this impact can be seen in Newport Public 
Schools, where 65 percent of students  
qualify for free and reduced lunch,  
compared to 10 percent in neighboring 
Jamestown, 33 percent in Middletown, 
and 14 percent in Portsmouth, according  
to the Rhode Island Department of 
Education’s (RIDE) InfoWorks! What’s 
important to note is that, based on a NCES 
report on poverty in public schools, when 
students in poverty make-up more than 
half of the student population, performance 
drops school-wide. Case in point: the 
Rhode Island Kids Count 2017 report 
(based on Rhode Island PARCC 2016 
scores) showed that 33 percent of third 
graders in Newport Public Schools met 
reading expectations, making them half as 
likely to meet reading expectations than 
students in Jamestown (66 percent) and 
Tiverton (70 percent).

Reading proficiency at this time in 
young students’ learning is critical to 
their future academic success because, as 
the report states, it is at “the end of third 
grade, when children shift from learning 
to read to reading to learn. Students who 
do not read proficiently by then struggle 
in the later grades and are four times more 
likely to drop out of high school than their 
proficient peers.”

Though graduation rates at Newport’s 
Rogers High School have climbed to the 
highest in the county, from 68 percent in 
2013 to 90 percent in 2016 (according to 
RIDE), the school struggles to overcome 
the reputation of being a lower performing 
school, as the Gastons experienced. “I 
have seen over and over, especially when 
the regionalization topic comes up, that 
Newport Public Schools have a negative 
stigma attached to it,” explains Newport-
based social justice advocate Niko Mer-
ritt. Merritt recommends reading a 2013 
Newport Patch article, “Newport Joins 
School Regionalization Push; Portsmouth 
Still Against.”

Below the article, the first reader  
comment was made by “The Shill”:  
“Middletown and Newport has everthing 
[sic] to gain as they have underperforming 
schools. Portsmouth has everything to 
loose [sic] as they have one of the best 
school systems in the state. We do not 
need Middletown and Newport dragging 
our students down. A Portsmouth,  
Tiverton and Little Compton district 
would be a totally [sic] different story.” 
A following comment by “SP” targeted 
students: “There’s reasons I started my 
family in Portsmouth. One of which was 
the school system. I would NOT want my 
children attending school with kid’s [sic] 
from Thompson and Rogers!!! Bad idea!!”

“It’s coded language,” says Jessica-Patrice 
D. Coulter, referring to comments like 
these. Coulter, a white mother of two  
bi-racial sons, grew up in a diverse  
Newport neighborhood. “What they’re  
really saying is there are more people of 
color in Newport and, therefore, it’s not a 
good place for their children.”

What both the anonymous online  
comments and Coulter’s assumptions 
about what they mean bring to light is that 
the racial dissonance on national media 
also lingers here, in our community. This 
too shapes our school cultures and impacts 
all of our kids. As Gaines notes, “Children 
are not immune to what they see and hear. 
It has to make kids wonder, ‘Where am 
I? What is my place here?’…It makes me 
wonder.”

A Closer Look at our Schools
When asked about the racial divides in 

schools statewide, however, Gaines readily 
 responds that the problem has been 
fixed in the City by the Sea: from grade 
school through graduation, all students in 
Newport Public Schools attend the same 
schools, thanks to the creation of the Pell 
Elementary School in 2013. Though the 
decision was and remains mired in debate, 
community members’ fervent and  
conflicting arguments make one thing 
clear: parents are passionate about their 
children receiving an exemplary education.

According to Gaines, so far, the  
unification has been fantastic. “It’s good 

for kids, for the community,” she says. 
Before Pell, there were six neighborhood 
elementary schools across the city; the  
Parent-Teacher Organizations (PTO) at 
some schools could afford special field 
trips and guests that other PTOs could 
not. Now, all Pell students have access to 
the same resources and advantages, a game-
changer for our most vulnerable students.

As Newport Public Schools’ testing data 
shows, even within schools that are  
racially diverse, gaps in performance  
persist: students of color and those in  
poverty consistently score below their white 
and economically advantaged peers, even 
when scores school-wide show growth.

Surely these statistics reflect general 
trends and do not indicate how a child of a 
certain race or economic background will 
perform. Yet ignoring patterns of low  
performance from certain demographics 
of students only allows problems to persist. 
Instead of hiding from these performance 
gaps, or throwing up our hands, schools 
can use these deficits as tools. “We ask [our 
school leaders] to zoom into their schools 
to see where their inequities lie,” explains 
Donna Braun, director of the Center 
for Leadership and Educational Equity 
(CLEE). “Achievement gaps are manifestations 
of something deeper in the system, and 
that could be multi-faceted,” from inequities 
in expectations and access to disciplinary  
approaches. The Providence-based 
nonprofit works with educators across 
the state, including Aquidneck Island, to 
evaluate their current reality, then makes 
small changes that have maximum impacts 
on student performance schoolwide.

But, some might wonder, how can  
focusing on a struggling group of students 
help the whole school?

“On one hand, you’re serving kids who 
need it the most. On the other hand, by 
taking on something that is doable, we can 
make a strategic change, and by seeing that 
focused difference, it builds confidence 
in educators and students, and creates a 
ripple effect, empowering the community 
to tackle bigger systemic changes,” reveals 
Braun. “I believe in my heart that every 
educator wants to do what’s right for kids.

(continued on p. 30)

“Once they leave those safe confines of home and school, they are in the world 
with different people, different backgrounds, different values. How do they deal 
with it if they’ve never had to? That’s the gift of diversity in education.”

Newport School Committee member 
Jo Eva Gaines
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 (continued from p. 29)  
It’s about focusing our attention on what 
that right work is for the specific school to 
build efficacy and break the assumption 
that we cannot change.”

Often, breaking this assumption—that 
not all kids can learn at high levels, so 
educators will never close gaps—is the first 
step toward unleashing every learner’s 
capacity. Before educators and parents can 
tackle gaps, then, we must first unearth 
the causes, both seen and unseen.

Barriers to Learning
Raised in South Carolina before school 

integration, Gaines graduated from an  
all-black high school in 1954. Still, the 
Rhode Island School Board of Education 
member admits, she “had a ball.”

“My teachers knew me,” Gaines says, 
and a glowing smile spread across her 
face. “They all had high expectations for 
me, and if I did not meet them, there was 
hell to pay when I got home! They called. 
They came to my house. I was not allowed 
to fail.” Meanwhile, many of her black 
contemporaries who grew up in the North 
experienced a different set of expectations, 
she says. “I get the sense that my husband 
Paul Gaines, who later became Mayor of 
Newport, and some of his black classmates 
were expected to fail.”

It’s doubtful that a teacher would tell a 
student s/he cannot and will not succeed. 
But expectations are also reflected by how 
students are grouped, what they learn 
and how they learn it. “As our district has 
such deep minority achievement gaps, you 
know something is amiss when you walk 
down the halls and see the obvious racial 
segregation in classrooms,” explains Beth 
Cullen, a STEAM advocate and Thomp-
son Middle School volunteer in Newport. 
“Unintentional as it may be, the ability-
grouping policy created disproportionate 
racial divides.”

The “ability grouping” Cullen is  
referring to is Thompson’s former student 
cluster approach, which RIDE rebuked in 
its 2015 School Support System Report 
and Support Plan. The report analysis 
explains that the school’s grouping of  

students into four ability-based clusters 
was a form of tracking, which basically 
becomes illegal when the practice leads to 
homogenous racial groupings.

Newport School Committee member 
Rebecca Bolan, who derided the system 
when it was enacted more than a half- 
decade ago, explains that ability grouping 
can be very beneficial for English language 
arts and math. But when kids who are 
struggling academically spend all day 
together in the same ability group, even 
if they are allowed to move into a higher 
level, kids might not “see a way out,” she 
says. Like Cullen, Bolan notes that the 
demographic split was obvious when just 
looking at the different student groups, with 
the lower-ability classes disproportionately 
consisting of kids of color.

While tracking can have benefits, it  
ultimately leads to opportunity gaps 
for some students, resulting in deflated 
confidence and motivation in lower-ability 
classes, and widening achievement gaps. 
“Over the years, my contact with the ‘low’ 
readers has taught me that these children 
have amazing potential. But, because 
they have been herded into programs that 
drill remedial work–they know that their 
chances are limited,” explains Cullen. 
“Many do not envision themselves attend-
ing four-year colleges. When I ask them 
about their interest in some of the alternative 
two-year post-secondary programs, like 
cyber security or advanced manufacturing, I 
find that they are not aware of these options.”

Like the creation of Pell School, how the 
district resolved and continues to work 
through the tracking issue has spurred 
heated debate. But Cullen’s comments 
make clear a consequence of the former 
tracking system: Assumptions that a child 
has more or less potential are palpable and 
can be damaging.

How Can We Recognize Bias?
First, we must have a better understanding 

of ourselves. As Dr. Tracy Pelkowski, an 
assistant professor of education at Salve 
Regina University, says, “Everything about 
teaching and learning is impacted by our 
culture, our gender, our race, amongst 

other variables.”
Middletown resident Kim Fuller has 

noticed a difference between raising her 
biological son, Henry, who is white, and 
her adopted son Keydell, who is black. 
While attending Gaudet Middle School, 
their family and Keydell’s friends sensed 
that he was being singled out and disciplined 
for actions that other kids were doing 
without punishment. “Why do I need to 
stop talking, when everyone else it talking?” 
Keydell says he asked his teachers, but 
never received an answer. “I wasn’t being 
loud on purpose.”

It’s just who he is—gregarious, energetic 
and stubborn at times. But it’s this same 
stubbornness that empowered Keydell 
to know that he deserved better than the 
home situation into which he was initially 
born. When Keydell faces challenges, 
he does not cower or flee, but considers 
himself responsible to do whatever it takes 
to succeed, whether that involves relying 
on his own grit or asking for help. What 
would happen if his stubbornness was not 
viewed (even subconsciously) as disrespect 
that needed to be disciplined, but as a trait 
that helped the now star student and  
soccer player excel?

Pelkowski attended graduate school at 
the University of Pittsburgh after struggling 
with how to best teach her low-income 
African American students at “low  
performing” schools. Part of the disconnect, 
the culturally responsive pedagogy scholar 
learned, is “the cultural discontinuity 
between low-income students of color and 
their white teachers.” What she’d failed to 
realize is that as a white middle class educator, 
she had a different cultural mindset than 
her students. She was like most educators 
in Rhode Island and nationwide – only 
five percent of teachers are of color.

For teachers, building cultural consciousness 
is critical to closing achievement gaps, 
Pelkowski says. Then she explains a good 
way to start: “Learning about your own 
white racial identity and what that means 
– coming to a deeper understanding of 
how being white has shaped your values 
and your beliefs and your way of being. Not 
just on a surface level, in terms of music 

and eating, but what they call below surface 
level… Sometimes it’s just the subtle things: 
how close do you stand to somebody when 
you’re talking to them? How loud do you 
talk? How do you look at them?”

“What happens is that the white teacher 
often misinterprets her students’ behaviors 
and values because they don’t directly reflect 
her own,” Pelkowski adds. This results in 
higher discipline rates for kids of color, and 
then corresponding a wider achievement 
gap.

Though Fuller didn’t know for sure 
if Keydell’s treatment was based upon 
his race or his past, she met with school 
administrators hoping to raise awareness 
of possible snap judgments we all make, 
including herself. “I realize that I’m  
prejudiced sometimes,” Fuller openly 
admits, “but I become aware of what I’m 
thinking and make sure I don’t act on it.”

We all have bias, agrees Gaines: “I can 
say that without any kind of anger. We 
just have to look deep, deep, deep within 
ourselves. And once we know we have it, 
we have to work on it.” That doesn’t mean 
you’re lowering expectations, Pelkowski 
clarifies. “You’re keeping your  
expectations high, while still using the 
knowledge of your students’ culture as  
the prism through which you look at 
everything.”

This practice is not easy, admits Brad 
Martin, the principal at the Paul W. Crowley 
East Bay Met School, purposefully built 

in the heart of Newport Heights, one of 
Newport’s most diverse neighborhoods. 
“Working as an educator to deepen my 
understanding of how race has influenced 
educational opportunities for students … 
requires effort and a real desire for me to 
want to learn.”

Understanding the need for all educators  
to learn culturally responsive practices, Martin, 
along with veteran educators on the 
Providence-based Met leadership team, 
studied Zaretta Hammond’s book Culturally 
Responsive Teaching and The Brain. For 
Martin, a key takeaway from the book’s 
neuroscience-based strategies to engage 
students from various backgrounds was 
that “When a kid’s fight or flight response 
is not activated at school, and they feel 
safe, their ability to engage in the skills and 
content is heightened.”

History in the Making
Part of feeling safe in a learning environ-

ment is having role models who both open 
doors to greater goals and opportunities, 
and believing you can achieve them. Cullen 
started a book club at Thompson last 
year, aiming to connect low-income kids 
of color, especially girls, with local female 
STEM professionals. Small groups read the 
young-adult version of Hidden Figures. As 
Cullen hoped, conversations with mentors 
about the black female mathematicians 
who worked at NASA during the Space 
Race led to inspiring discussions about all 

the opportunities that open when a young 
student is willing to follow her passions and 
use them as fuel to persist, push through 
barriers and inspire others to do the same.

Likewise, recognizing a need for students 
of color to have a sense of ownership of 
their community, Merritt launched the 
History and Culture Club at Thompson. 
The after school club is one initiative of 
Sankofa Community Connection, the 
nonprofit that cultivates leadership in  
and support for the African American 
community in Newport.

At Club meetings, members learn  
about local black heritage and historical 
contributions. When children hear that 
the first free black church in America was 
built on Division Street in Newport; that a 
stop on the Underground Railroad was the 
Isaac Rice Homestead on Memorial Boulevard, 
where Frederick Douglas met with fellow 
abolitionists; that more than 100 Newport 
businesses were owned by black citizens 
in the 17th and 18th centuries, the lens 
through which they view the black com-
munity expands, in empowering ways. “I 
didn’t know that black people are smart, 
that slaves were smart,” a shy black 7th 
grade club member reveals. Though heart-
wrenching, the young man’s realization, 
along with other students’ comments—“I 
feel like I belong here!”—have encouraged 
her to continue immersing black children 
in their culture’s legacy of success, aiming 
to brighten the path toward their own.

It’s doubtful that a teacher would tell a student s/he cannot and will not succeed.  
But expectations are also reflected by how students are grouped, what they learn 
and how they learn it. “As our district has such deep minority achievement gaps, you 
know something is amiss when you walk down the halls and see the obvious racial 
segregation in classrooms. Unintentional as it may be, the ability-grouping policy 
created disproportionate racial divides.”

STEAM advocate and Thompson Middle School volunteer
Beth Cullen


