
Maya Dowling-Wolfe speaks out about racial inequality in her schools 

 

A letter written to RSU5 School Board, Freeport High School administration, teachers, and staff: 

 

My name is Maya Dowling-Wolfe and I graduated from Freeport High School (FHS) last year. I recently 

finished my first year at Bowdoin College. Being in a new and comparatively more diverse environment 

has caused me to reflect on my experiences at Freeport High. Like many, I have been moved by the death 

of George Floyd, a black man who was murdered by police on May 25, 2020. The conversation around 

race is long overdue not only in this country but in the classroom. I write to you today to share my story 

about how my racial identity impacted my education at Freeport High and ideas of how you as educators 

can foster a more friendly environment for your students of color. I will draw on my experience as an 

Asian-American, as by now you have hopefully heard from Diamond Morris speaking from a different 

perspective. I was appalled to hear Diamond's stories. I hope you are taking the steps to ensure that no 

student experiences what she describes ever again. 

 

First and foremost, I would like to state that I am forever grateful for the education and resources that 

were provided to me at FHS. With that said, Freeport High School severely failed to support its students 

of color. 

 

By the time I reached second grade, I was used to repeatedly being called by the name of the other Asian 

girl in the school. I was used to it. These occurrences continued while I was at Freeport High School. 

When I was young, I was confused about why my teachers could not tell the difference (even after 

months of classes) between me and another brown-skinned, black-haired girl. Now, I know it was because 

these teachers did not take the time to see me as an individual student. I shouldn't have to explain why this 

is damaging. 

 

While I was at Freeport High, I witnessed my white teachers give the n-word pass to white students for 

"educational purposes." What is the educational purpose of using such a hateful and historically violent 

word? If you are white, you do not have the authority to give other nonblack people the pass to say the n-

word. While I do not identify within the black community, the use of the n-word in the classroom always 

made me uncomfortable. I can't imagine my feelings towards this if I were black. I can only imagine how 

hurtful it must be to hear from the mouth of a white peer. This fall, I had the privilege of taking a class 

titled Women of Color in Politics, where the majority of students identified with racial minorities. During 

one class we discussed the use of the n-word by nonblack people. I brought up my experiences at Freeport 

High and my black peers were appalled. The history of the n-word should be taught. The consequences of 

the n-word should be taught. But under no circumstances, should a black student have to hear their white 

peers and white teachers utter the n-word, even for "educational purposes." 

 

Similarly, while I was at Freeport High I attended many dances where I heard my white peers scream the 

n-word in songs with no repercussion from the administration. Every time this occurred, I was extremely 

uncomfortable. A more isolating incident occurred during my sophomore year while I was on the 

basketball team. The team was celebrating a win on the bus ride home and a song with the n-word came 

on, my mouth dropped open as my white teammates again screamed along to the song, not pausing. It was 

clear that the use of the n-word by nonblack people was tolerated at Freeport High. 

 

If you had me as a student, you would know that I was active in my studies of civil rights. While the work 

I produced mainly centered on gender injustices, I also took the time to explore racial issues. In my 

sophomore year English class, I gave a presentation on Black Lives Matter and why it was an important 

cause to support. Junior year in AP U.S. History class I researched and delivered a lengthy presentation 

on the rise of white supremacy and the parallels to today. Also during my junior year, in AP Language, I 

wrote a satirical piece on white privilege. A few of my art pieces reflected racial injustice. While I 



personally benefited from doing this research, I also felt the need to educate my white peers and teachers. 

I should not have felt responsible for educating my classroom on racial injustices and privilege.After I 

presented these projects, I found that my teachers did not open the dialogue further. I felt extremely 

vulnerable giving these presentations, and I would have greatly appreciated the vocal support from my 

teachers in front of my peers. 

 

Open the dialogue around race and privilege in the classroom! I understand that such topics are touchy 

and difficult to teach to students who are predominantly white. I urge you to support your students of 

color before, during, and after these conversations. It was scary to listen to my white peers talk about 

racism in a nonchalant way. Amplify the voices of your students of color, encourage them to share their 

experiences, and then listen. Racial conversations in class always made me uncomfortable. It was scary to 

sit in a room with my white peers talking about race, often being the only person of color in the room. I 

was nervous to speak up but felt I owed it to my community to do so. In all my four years at Freeport 

High School, not once did a teacher reach out after class and ask how a race conversation impacted me. If 

a conversation after class occurred, it was because I went to the teacher and asked for support. At the end 

of the day, my white peers and my white teachers go home and live in a world where the whole system is 

not turned against them. And I go home uneasy and hurt. 

 

As stated previously, please check in with these students after class discussions on race. Explicitly give 

them the option to send you an email with their thoughts instead of forcing them to speak. Gauge their 

reactions to the conversation and moderate the discussion appropriately. During my time at Freeport 

Middle School, I was singled out by a substitute teacher to speak on race, the words specifically, "Maya, 

do you have something to say about this issue as a brown person?" Constantly having to be an advocate 

for my community and people of color is exhausting and stressful. Create space for students to give their 

thoughts, but do not force them to speak. 

 

I would like to bring to your attention that during my time at Freeport High School I read a total of four 

books by authors of color while reading seventeen books by white authors. 

 

I saw as my white peers got to consistently consume texts written by authors of their same race. In my 

whole career at Freeport High School, I have read a total of one book by an Asian author. And this was a 

book one I was given the option to read for a book group and was not assigned to the entire class. This 

means that the majority of my white peers did not read a single book by an Asian author during their four 

years at Freeport High. I want to give credit to the teachers who provided supplemental reading by writers 

of color, I appreciated the effort. Although, the bulk of the reading as seen by the list, was written by 

white people. Please select texts from diverse authors. I've attached an article titled, "READ BIPOC..." 

for a suggested list of books and authors. 

 

While my white peers have the luxury of having teachers and authority figures who look like them, other 

students of color and I do not. Up until I went to college, I only had white teachers. What is the Freeport 

school system doing to recruit a more diverse workforce? I want to know. I understand the reality of 

living in Maine, a majority white state. However, if you are unable to recruit teachers of color, surely you 

could bring in more diverse speakers. Role models are important which is why sharing content by diverse 

creators is so important. 

 

This fall, I took an education course where I was required to visit and report on a local school. For this 

project, I visited Bath Middle School. When I visited, I was surprised when I saw posters for a Civil 

Rights Team (CRT) on the walls. It shocked me that a middle school (in Maine nonetheless) had a CRT. I 

was surprised because when I was a freshman at Freeport High, there was no such club. During my 

sophomore year, I needed an outlet to discuss race-related issues. So with the help of my guidance 

counselor, I co-founded the Civil Rights Team at FHS. Clubs are an important outlet for students to 



discover and explore what they're passionate about. Why did a club like the CRT not already exist? Why 

did I, a student of color, have to co-found a Civil Rights Club? Freeport High School should've provided 

me with space to talk about race issues without me having to ask for one. 

 

Perhaps you've now reached the end of this long letter and wondered why I didn't ask for support earlier. 

The simple answer is: I normalized this behavior and I was scared to speak out. Talking about race with 

white people is uncomfortable for everyone involved. It is exhausting to constantly have to advocate for 

yourself which I did consistently throughout my time at FHS. Unfortunately, many students of color 

looking for support could see a white administration as a barrier. What are you doing to foster a friendly 

and open environment for these students? 

 

Now more than ever, it is your responsibility as educators to support your students of color. I have 

attached an article that I think highlights the ways to support your students written from an educator's 

point of view, "Teaching While White". The article links a list of books to promote further thinking. I 

support the actions stated in Ella Vertenten's letter which entails bias training, banning the use of racial 

slurs, and changing the whitewashed history curriculum. 

 

Please listen to Diamond's story again. I am heartbroken to hear such egregious behavior was tolerated by 

the administration. 

 

At difficult times, we look towards how we can make a change. I'm urging you to read my words, reflect, 

and see what you can do to make change happen at Freeport High School. I'm open and eager to have a 

follow-up conversation. Please contact me at mdowling@bowdoin.edu. I am willing to speak in person or 

set up a call on another platform. I am willing to have these conversations because no student of color 

should experience what I experienced. 

  

Sincerely, 

  

Maya Dowling-Wolfe 

Freeport High School '19 

(Member of St. Luke's Cathedral) 


