
Public Policy Associates Inc. (PPA), manages the Student Voice Project for the Michigan 
Department of Education (MDE). Student Voice, part of MDE’s African American Student Initiative, 
collects data through focus groups with African-American male and female students in public 
schools throughout the state. The goal is to help Michigan schools narrow the achievement and 
access gaps between African-American and White students by listening to these students speak 
about their experiences.  

Focus groups are used to solicit the perspectives of students to help examine the current culture 
and climate in public school buildings. Insights are shared with school building leaders and MDE to 
help create safe, nurturing learning environments and support systems that benefit all students.  

Between 2013 and 2017, approximately 800 African-American students have participated in a 
Student Voice focus group. During this same period, a total of 55 public school buildings have been 
engaged in Student Voice and they fall into four categories:

w	 Majority African-American student population in Detroit, a predominantly Black community.

w	 Minority African-American student population in predominately White Detroit suburban 
communities.

w	 Majority African-American student population in predominately White suburban communities.

w	 Majority African-American student populations in areas outside of metropolitan Detroit.

This action plan provides several findings and culturally responsive actions that should be 
considered by MDE and school building leaders to improve the educational outcomes of African-
American students. Three key insights have emerged from the focus groups.

Community context matters in educational outcomes.

Where students live and attend school makes a difference in how they are treated in their 
neighborhoods and whether race and/or racial incidents are a significant part of their lives and their 
educational outcomes.

Authentic, positive relationships with teachers are essential to student success.

The quality of relationships between teachers and students often dictates how students view 
themselves, education, and school, all of which affect their academic effort and performance.  
Effective teachers are a critical ingredient in students’ success. When teachers fail to challenge, 
stimulate, and support both African-American male and female students, their academic 
performance may be greatly diminished. They say many teachers don’t believe in them and expect 
them to fail.  In some cases, teachers fear them.

Racism persists, but it looks different than it has in the past.

Race and ethnicity play a role in how students are treated and in their relationships or lack of 
authentic relationships with teachers. Students experience unintentional bias from White students 
and school staff, and sometimes from other African-American students and staff. Historically, racism 
was overt at the interpersonal and institutional levels. Students report ongoing racism, but it is 
sometimes more subtle, shown through micro-aggressions, attitudes, and beliefs of school staff and 
fellow students. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION

w Create building-level pilots to establish effective 
practice for improving teacher-student relationships.  
Effective pilots should be documented and replicated.

w Replicate a model like the Metropolitan Multicultural 
Teacher Education Program at the University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee to help increase the number of 
teachers of color in school buildings.

w Work with building leaders to establish and 
administer consistent school disciplinary policy and 
decision-making processes.
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Black students are resilient, expressive, and resourceful.  

w	 In some schools, students provide essential social and academic support to other Black 
students.

w	 Many students take ownership of both their behavior and academic performance despite 
the obstacles they face.

Many students say they lack supportive relationships with teachers.

w	 Students report many of their teachers don’t know them as a person.  

w	 Students indicate there are some teachers who care about them and show they can relate 
to them.

Students believe education is important.  They recognize their assets and areas that 
need improvement.

w	 All students want to be acknowledged, understood, and respected for who they are as 
individuals. 

w	 In inner city schools, students often feel their education is deficient and is not preparing 
them for life or higher education. They are worried about their futures.

w	 Students in high-performing schools in suburban communities know they have 
opportunities and are aware of the possibilities for their futures. In these schools, students 
describe experiences that are oppressive rather than welcoming.

Many students are suspended from school. They believe they receive harsher 
disciplinary consequences than their White counterparts, and report that they are 
treated significantly different by teachers and administrators both inside and outside of 
the classroom.

w	 Males feel they are treated harsher than their White male peers. Females feel that they are 
treated harsher than all other students, both male and female of all races.

w	 Students perceived as “bad kids” or with prior disciplinary issues are often treated unfairly 
or wrongly accused.

__________________
   FINDING:

__________________
   FINDING:
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FINDINGS ACROSS ALL STUDENTS

__________________
   FINDING:

__________________
   FINDING:



Where school uniforms are not required, Black students have experienced inconsistent 
dress code enforcement by teachers and staff.  

w	 Females perceive they are penalized through dress code policies for having fuller-figured 
bodies than many of their non-Black female peers.

w	 The clothes males wear are often “ghettoized,” with students reporting they are written 
up and put out of class for wearing the same hoodies, jeans, and hats as students of other 
races.

Students continue to experience racism at the interpersonal level in public school 
settings. 

w	 Racial micro-aggressions are committed frequently in schools with majority White student 
populations and in schools with majority African-American populations in majority White 
communities by both students and staff.

w	 Students in schools with majority White populations report incidents of overt and subtle 
racism, as well as unintentional bias from students, teachers, and others.  

w	 By middle school, students report subtle differences in how they are treated by peers and 
teachers.

w	 In high school, students report incidents of micro-aggressions and signs of modern racism 
behaviors.

 
A curriculum that is interesting, rigorous, challenging, and relevant to a student’s culture 
and life experiences is essential to improving student academic performance.

w	 In inner city schools, students often feel the curriculum is not academically challenging or is 
dumbed down.

w	 Students value teachers they trust who use engaging methods of teaching.

__________________
   FINDING:

__________________
   FINDING:
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FINDINGS ACROSS ALL STUDENTS (continued)

__________________
   FINDING:
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African-American male students show evidence of internalized oppression on a modern 
racism framework. 

w	 When male students believe their questions and comments in class will be ignored, they 
stop participating in class. 

w	 Male students often believe they will not and cannot do well in school.

The presence or absence of African-American male role models in school and in African-
American male students’ lives impacts behavior and what males believe they can 
achieve. 

w	 Approximately half the male students indicated that they didn’t personally know any 
successful African-American males. 

w	 Successful is defined as succeeding in high school, being able to take care of one’s family, 
working in a good-paying job, and/or graduating from college.

Negative media stereotypes of African-American males influence the development of 
male students’ self-esteem.

w	 Students say teachers’ expectations are low and they believe African-American males will 
be failures and won’t do well in life. Many students accept this assessment while others work 
to prove teachers wrong.

When witnessing or participating in violations of school codes, bullying, or acts of 
violence, students observe a code of silence to protect themselves.

w	 Students find ways to cope with crime and violence in inner city and suburban 
neighborhoods.

w	 Feeling safe in schools is related to actual violence in the community, peer support, and a 
caring school community.

__________________
   FINDING:

__________________
   FINDING:
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FINDINGS AMONG AFRICAN-AMERICAN MALE STUDENTS
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African-American females are held to a higher standard for behavior and academic  
performance than African-American males.

w	 Girls report they are expected to go to college, yet express some frustration that all teachers 
do not ensure they have mastered the curriculum.  

w	 Gender as well as race, in the students’ view, did make a difference in how they were treated 
by teachers.

Many female students report some behaviors, incidents, and responses from school staff 
are sexualized.

w	 Females feel disrespected by both male peers and staff.

w	 They report inequity in how they are treated compared to white females and how rules, 
particularly dress codes, are enforced disproportionally to negatively affect them.

w	 Girls in elementary school often feel vulnerable with male teachers and staff.

Most of the African-American female students interviewed believe they are perceived as 
rowdy, disruptive, and unintelligent.  

w	 These experiences are more prevalent for African-American females attending 
predominantly white schools.  

w	 This contrasts with some teacher expectations that Black girls should do well academically 
and go to college.

w	 Irrespective of the racial composition of schools, many females expressed feelings of 
jealousy, competition, and harsh treatment from their female peers. These feelings arose in 
sports, classrooms, and social life.

__________________
   FINDING:
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FINDINGS AMONG AFRICAN-AMERICAN FEMALE STUDENTS
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