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Black girls in America live life in a hazardous intersection 

By Alex Laughlin, Washington Post, adapted on 04.27.16  

REUTERS/Brian Snyder 

 

Black Lives Matter is a movement that protests against discrimination against African- American people in 

the criminal justice system. The group has shined a light on the names and stories of men and boys such as Michael 

Brown, Eric Garner and Tamir Rice. These victims of police violence have become symbols of the discrimination 

that continues to face African-Americans in the United States. 

But in a provocative new book, "Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools," the researcher 

and activist Monique W. Morris argues that too often discrimination faced by African-American women is 

overlooked. That's why she begins her book by recounting not one of those famous police confrontations with 

African-American males but another one involving 14-year-old Dajerria Becton. Last year, she was tackled to the 

ground by a police officer in McKinney, Texas. The officer, who was caught on camera, was forced to resign. 

The way African-American girls are treated like criminals is not just a problem in the streets, Morris writes. 

"It has extended into our schools, disrupting one of the most important protective factors in a girl's life: her 

education." 

 

Biases Begin Early On 

Morris has spent more than 20 years studying how race and education intersect with the challenges of being 

a girl. She's the former vice president for economic programs, advocacy and research at the National Association for 

the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), a group that fights for equal rights for African-Americans. She's 

also a former college professor. For this book, she spent four years studying how discrimination in U.S. public 

schools and criminal justice systems in six big cities affects African- American girls. As part of her research, she 

interviewed young women between 15 and 23. 

 Ultimately, she concludes that too many schools are not sensitive to the unique needs and challenges of 

African-American girls. As a result, she says, they are all treated the same way, with punishments that send far too 

many into the juvenile justice system. Indeed, African-American girls represented 50.7 percent of the girls who 

received multiple out-of- school suspensions in 2013, according to the Department of Education's Office of Civil 

Rights. By contrast, African-American boys made up 39.9 percent of boys with multiple out-of-school suspensions. 

 And the differences begin at a very young age. "Today, Black children are 18 percent of preschool 

enrollment but 42 percent of preschool-age children who have had one out-of- school suspension," Morris writes. 

Between "2002 and 2006, per-district suspension rates of Black girls increased by 5.3 percent compared to a 1.7 

percent increase for Black boys." 

 

Labeled As Having "Attitude" 

Morris argues that African-American girls are punished at much higher rates because of negative ideas 

about what it means to be an African-American woman. The title of the book refers to the systems through which 
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girls are "pushed out" of the public education system by school disciplinary policies. 

To understand Morris's approach, it is important to step back and understand the idea of "intersectionality." 

This means that people have multiple identities, based on their race, class, sexuality and whether they are a boy or a 

girl. Sometimes these identities intersect to create new and unique challenges. In this case, Morris writes, 

intersectionality means that for an African-American girl the disadvantages of being female are made worse by also 

being a racial minority. 

Morris argues that educators too often misunderstand the behavior of African-American girls, assuming 

that they are showing "attitude." She says, though, that this "attitude" is actually a response to "disrespectful or 

degrading triggers in their lives." 

 

A Shocking Statistic 

By way of example, Morris talks about a San Francisco-area student named Malaika who had routinely 

been suspended from school since she was in first grade. Malaika believes that the classroom is a place where she is 

encouraged to point out things that are wrong - but then is punished for it. "They're always telling us to voice our 

opinions," she tells Morris. "But then when we voice our opinion, we're going to get in trouble. So that's irritating." 

Malaika has been unfairly punished for standing up for herself and trying to "speak her truth," Morris writes. 

Morris also says schools fail to respond appropriately to the fact that African-American girls are more 

likely to be victims of sexual violence. About 19 percent of African-American girls are sexually assaulted, which is 

"among the highest for any group in the nation," Morris writes. 

 

Dress Code Applied Unfairly 

Their suffering follows them into the classroom. Morris interviewed girls who found it difficult to 

participate in daily school activities because "in the hallways, in the classrooms . . . their bodies are scrutinized, 

touched (often without their permission), and objectified in ways that make them feel self-conscious and constantly 

defensive." Some teachers and administrators make the problem worse by disciplining girls based on their clothes 

and breaking dress codes. 

Morris interviewed one California student named Deja who talked about a time she was told to go home 

because she was wearing a pair of shorts on a hot day. She said while she was in the office, a white girl wearing 

similar clothes walked in and was given a pass to class without comment. After pointing out that the white girl's 

shorts were shorter than hers, Deja was finally given a pass to class. On her way out, an administrator accused her of 

wearing inappropriate clothes to attract attention from boys. 

Morris argues that Deja was kept from class out of a fear that her body would distract her male classmates, 

while her white classmate was ignored. This fear, Morris said, is based in "public imagination about the sexuality of 

black people," particularly African-American women. 

 


