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Recently, I had a powerful experience that brought my conditioning as a person of color to the fore. It 
caused me to immediately think about the children and young adults who we in the United States 
indoctrinate in school each day with our culture, social structure and norms. What I am about to relate 
will seem odd and even extreme to some but quite relatable to others, particularly others who look like 
me. 
 
Let me first say that I am a seasoned educational administrator, and I’ve seen my share of challenges. I 
tell you this not to be prideful but rather to give context to the absurdity of what I am about to share. 
So, the setting is an annual meeting of a state superintendents’ association. The luncheon has 
commenced and now the state commissioner is about to give the keynote remarks. I am around the 
conference venue because, following the luncheon, business associates and I will be conducting a post-
conference presentation for interested superintendents.  
 
As the commissioner is introduced, I attempt to place myself along the wall outside of the luncheon 
room with my ear near the entry door. My effort is to hear the presentation without standing out by 
being visible. Why? Because I am not a part of this particular state superintendents’ association, and I 
am one of only two faces of color in attendance. The other gentleman is part of the association. As an 
outsider of color I will be noticed.  
 
As the commissioner begins to speak, two of my business associates and fellow post-conference 
presenters, decide that they want to hear the commissioner, too. They walk right INTO the luncheon 
room and stand along the back wall in plain sight. White privilege, unconscious I am sure, or simply the 
fact they look like nearly everyone else emboldens them to enter a space into which they were not 
invited, and they appear perfectly comfortable. Their body language tells the story while I stand 
OUTSIDE the back wall with my ear stretched towards the door. 
 
I hadn’t noticed my colleagues go into the room. After all, I was busy trying to carefully position myself 
and hear the proceedings without being noticed. When I did see them, it hit me…again… This is what it 
can be like for an individual high school student of color when s/he enters a heretofore whites only AP 
class. I’m a grown man and went through the mental and physical changes described above. What about 
the fifteen-year-old who has never really been challenged by a curriculum nor been given access to 
more rigorous opportunities? When that student walks into that room, will s/he feel welcomed or 



 
different and not want to stand out? Will the student sit on the periphery of the room or become fully 
engaged? 
 
To be clear, these are not revelations for me. I have been “the only one” in class, at work, in professional 
association meetings, in church… I know the experience on a personal level. And I know what students 
of color can experience when entering AP classes, exclusive private schools or similar settings for the 
first time. As I said, I’ve been around awhile. I just could not believe that I allowed myself to be 
victimized by broader social conditioning yet again.  
 
More importantly, I was again struck by the importance of the work we do at Equal Opportunity Schools 
(EOS), identifying students of color and others historically disenfranchised by a system designed to make 
them “less than.” EOS is committed to work with districts and schools which are intentional about 
changing the trajectory of lives otherwise lost by the policies, procedures, beliefs and attitudes that do 
not treat them equitably.  
 
I never want my grandchild to feel that s/he needs to stand along an outside wall in order to listen in 
and gain important information. Moreover, certainly no student should confront bias, harassment, 
prejudice or discrimination in our schools and classrooms. Their individual and collective futures can be 
substantively improved by our partnership and commitment as EQUITY CHAMPIONS! 
 
Dr. John Ramos can be contacted directly, to discuss his reflection, at John.Ramos@eoschools.org.  
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