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Since 1972, the Center has expanded the 
possibilities for women and girls in this country. We 
have succeeded in getting new laws on the books 
and enforced; litigating ground-breaking cases all the 
way to the Supreme Court, and educating the public 
about ways to make laws and public policies work 
for women and their families. Today, an experienced 
staff of nearly 60 continues to advance the issues 
that cut to the core of women’s lives in education, 
employment, family and economic security, and 
health and reproductive rights—with special attention 
given to the needs of low-income women and their 
families.

The NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, Inc. 
(LDF) is the first and foremost civil and human rights 
law firm in the United States.  Founded in 1940 under 
the leadership of Thurgood Marshall, LDF’s mission 
has always been transformative – to achieve racial 
justice, equality, and an inclusive society. LDF’s victories 
established the foundations for the civil rights that all 
Americans enjoy today.  In its first two decades, LDF 
undertook a coordinated legal assault against officially 
enforced public school segregation. This campaign 
culminated in Brown v. Board of Education, the case that 
led to the unanimous landmark Supreme Court decision 
in 1954 that outlawed legalized racial segregation 
nationwide. Today, through litigation, advocacy, and 
public education, LDF continues to advance issues 
of education, voter protection, economic justice and 
criminal justice.  LDF has been a separate organization 
from the NAACP since 1957.  
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This year offers an opportunity to reflect upon monumental civil rights 
victories, including the United States Supreme Court’s landmark decision 
in Brown v. Board of Education1 as well as the 50th anniversaries of both 
the Civil Rights Act of 19642 and Freedom Summer.3 These milestones 
helped to dismantle the system of de jure (legalized) racial segregation 
in the United States, which had endured for more than three centuries, 
and were pivotal for the nation as a whole in advancing educational 
opportunities for all students. Too often, the extraordinary role played by 
African American girls and young women4 in the fight for civil rights and 
for educational equality goes unrecognized. In fact, girls like Linda Brown 
and Barbara Johns, and women like Daisy Bates were key architects of 
some of the greatest efforts to obtain access to high quality education 
for all children. Yet today, many African American girls and women face 
significant barriers to educational achievement.

This report seeks to expand conversations around educational opportunity 
by taking a comprehensive look at the barriers African American girls 
face and the educational and economic outcomes that result. One 
important barrier is the prevalence of stereotypes that adversely impact 
the educational experiences of African American girls. Structural and 
institutional barriers examined in this report — such as under-resourced 
schools, disparate discipline practices, gender-based violence and 
harassment, and lack of support for pregnant and parenting students 
— further compromise educational outcomes for African American girls. 

This report fills an important gap in existing data on educational 
achievement and its attendant economic consequences. Although there 
is plentiful data on American children and education, the lack of data 
broken down by race and gender together has fueled the assumption 
that all girls are doing fine in school. But in fact, although girls overall 
graduate from high school at higher rates than boys, girls of color are 
graduating at far lower rates than white girls and boys. In almost all 
states with available data, the high school graduation rate for African 
American girls is below the national average for girls overall, resulting in 
severe economic consequences for African American women and their 
families. 

INTRODUCTION1

Unlocking Opportunity for African American Girls:
A Call to Action for Educational Equity
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career success and have a lasting negative impact on their 
educational achievement. 

Despite this history, however, little attention has been focused 
on the contemporary challenges facing African American girls 
in our nation’s schools. This report connects the historical 
struggle by African American girls for educational access and 
excellence with the contemporary reality of the challenges 
they face. 

3 PUBLIC PERCEPTION AND SELF-ESTEEM
RACIAL AND GENDER STEREOTYPES IN THE CLASSROOM

THE “DOLL TEST”

The test subjects, African American children 
between the ages of three and seven, were 
asked to identify both the race of the dolls and 
which color doll they preferred.19 

Dr. Clark recalled one particular instance 
in which he was conducting the “doll test” 
experiment in rural Arkansas and he asked a 
young boy to point to the doll that was most 
like him; the boy pointed to a brown doll and 
said “[t]hat’s a ni**er. I’m a ni**er.”20 

The Clarks concluded that prejudice, 
discrimination, and segregation created a 
feeling of inferiority among African American 
children and damaged their self-esteem.21

These words have particular resonance today, because a high 
school diploma and at least some postsecondary education 
or training are the minimal prerequisites for steady, well-
paying jobs in many of the growing sectors of our economy.12 
However, the deep racial and economic disparities that 
persist in our society (which are vestiges of “separate, 
but equal”) undermine the access of children of color to 
quality educational opportunities that can pave the road to 

While negative racial and gender stereotyping and perceptions are not the sole reasons for poor educational outcomes, they 
unquestionably impose significant barriers to educational achievement for African American girls. 

A. STEREOTYPES THROUGHOUT HISTORY

The negative public perception of African Americans prior to and after the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown was pervasive and 
often rooted in racial discrimination. One particularly noteworthy aspect of the Court’s decision in Brown was its reliance, in part, 
on the results of a study on the psychological effects of segregation on African American children.16 In fact, the Court noted that 
this study — the so-called “Doll Test,” conducted by African American psychologists Kenneth and Mamie Clark 14 years before 
the Brown case made it to the Supreme Court, found that racial segregation negatively impacted African American children’s 
self-perception and self-esteem.17 A majority of the children preferred the white doll and assigned positive characteristics to it.18 
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