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So Much Reform, So Little Change

When a brown-eyed child stumbled in reading aloud, she helped him.
When a blue-eyed child stumbled, she shook her head and called on a
brown-eyed child to read the passage correctly. When a blue-eved boy,
rense and nervous, rolled a corner of a page of his reading book into
a tight curl as he awaited his turn to read, Jane displayed the book to
the class. "Do blue-eyed people take care of the things they are given?”

she asked. (23)

Within a few minutes, she has created an ideology of group difference,
a system of privilege based on those differences and a system of selective
perception and interpretation to justify both the ideology and the privi-
leges. That's pretry much all you need to have something akin to “race.”
Watching the video forty years later, it is still scriking how quickly and
thoroughly the superior group buys into its own superiority. At one lev-
el, they understand it’s a game; ar another, it becomes real, real enough
to break up solid friendships, real enough thar “Blue-eyed!!” becomes a
playground epithet strong enough to starc fighes. It is also real enough
to make smart kids dumb. The inferior group had ro wear a felt collar to
make themselves easier to identify. The class regularly did a phonics drill
with flash cards, while Ms. Rice timed them. Consistently, whichever
group was the subordinate group for the day ook longer. “We couldn't
think with those collars on,” one boy said. “My eyes just kept going
around and around.”

Jane Rice’s collars are our Third Heuristic. They remind us char racial
definitions are real in their consequences, and ignoring that fact only re-
produces race. They remind us that race can interfere with the capacity
to feel connected to a larger, worthy group, and one’s sense of connection
can profoundly shape intellectual and social functioning. If part of our
job is just making a much higher level of instruction available to poor
children, another part is helping them feel reconnected to larger social
worlds, and the more stigmatized children have been, the more impor-
rant and challenging our job becomes.






