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Superintendent Kriner Cash has put an emphasis on making Buffalo's curriculum more culturally 

responsive in an effort to close achievement gaps. 

Robert Kirkham 

If timing is everything, the Buffalo Public Schools couldn’t have picked 

a more opportune moment for next week’s virtual forum with 

antiracist scholar Ibram X. Kendi. 

The event comes amid the smoldering outrage over the murder of 

George Floyd, which rattled societal foundations and galvanized 

Americans of all colors. 

https://buffalonews.com/users/profile/Rod%20Watson


But even if – or more likely when – that outrage fades, the fact that the 

forum is just the latest in a series of such events means the district has 

laid a more lasting groundwork for combating the effects of what 

historian Carter G. Woodson could easily have called the miseducation 

of the American, instead of limiting his treatise to just “the Negro.” 

“Our schools are not immune to the systemic racism and oppression … 

we see in our society and our community,” said Fatima Morrell, 

district associate superintendent and head of its Office of Culturally & 

Linguistically Responsive Initiatives. 

But rather than playing the blame game, the district has taken the 

opposite approach, creating CLRI teams of principals, teachers, 

parents and students at each school and bringing in national leaders in 

the educational equity movement to provide a framework for 

refocusing how and what students are taught. 

Kendi is the latest such expert, after CLRI teams took up his Stamped 

from the Beginning, the 2016 National Book Award winner that 

explored how racist ideas became embedded in American society. 

More recently, the founding director of Boston University’s Center for 

Antiracist Research has won acclaim for his How to be an Antiracist, 

as opposed to just being nonracist. 

Morrell will moderate an hourlong Q&A with Kendi Dec. 9 for 600 to 

700 teachers, administrators, parents, students, school psychologists, 

board members and other stakeholders. The event is cosponsored by 

Buffalo Prep – the enrichment program that helps talented but 

underrepresented students excel at college preparatory high schools – 

and the Education Collaborative of Western New York, a consortium 

of 14 private high schools. 



The goal off such efforts is not, and has never been, feel-good 

education or simply to build “self-esteem,” despite that shallow 

criticism leveled only by those who have never had their own worth 

discounted. 

Rather, it’s about giving teachers the tools to become allies in 

dismantling a system that has produced the disproportionate 

outcomes that Buffalo knows only too well, and replacing it with one 

built on the understanding of how systemic white advantage 

developed over time and the implications of that for students. 

“They’re hard and tough discussions,” said Morrell, adding that such 

conversations can, for example, illuminate how the economics of 

slavery manifest themselves in today’s inequities. That can lead to a 

light bulb going off among a teaching staff that is more than 80% 

white, while students of color make up 80% of the district’s 

enrollment. 

“We need to know and understand,” said Morrell, who’s encouraged 

by the number of white teachers she says are reaching out and who 

want to be engaged in the effort. 

Even before Floyd’s murder, she says, “more teachers were being won 

over, there were fewer challenges to our work and more 

understanding.” That has only accelerated in the months since, and 

the virtual forum is an effort to keep that momentum going even amid 

the pandemic. 

While closing the resource gap created by poverty and continuing to 

cultivate parents as educational partners remain essential, so is 

addressing the roots of bias and how it can play out – or be overcome 

– in the classroom. 



“The blame game is being eradicated. We’ve created a safe space” in 

which people can have these hard conversations, Morrell said. “I see 

more openness … around this work. People see the racialized 

outcomes and see there’s something wrong with that.” 

The 14 schools in the Education Collaborative educate about 4,800 

students, about 20% of whom are students of color, said Executive 

Director Eric J. Yarwood. Those schools also have been examining 

issues of equity, diversity and inclusion to try to create an 

environment in which every student feels welcome and that they can 

succeed. 

While equity can take many forms, they are focusing on race first 

because “that is at the front of everyone’s mind” right now, Yarwood 

said. 

He’s heard Kendi speak before and hopes the 150 or so representatives 

from the collaborate ingest his message of how to be antiracist “and 

apply it to their role in the school.” The goal, he said, is to transform 

the way schools educate students, both in content and delivery, “and 

understanding the ways our bias plays into that.” 

“It’s really understanding we do have bias, and racial bias at that,” he 

said. 

For the Buffalo district, such a concerted effort marks a journey from 

when now-retired teacher Eva M. Doyle was launching an effort to 

infuse Black history into instruction at Campus West School in the 

1970s. 

Now it has reached the point where Superintendent Kriner Cash is 

expected to unveil an “emancipation curriculum” in the coming weeks 



to infuse CLRI throughout the district’s programs, after putting the 

school system on this path shortly after arriving in 2015. 

“Ten years from now, we’re going to look back on this period and say 

this was a difference-maker in Buffalo,” said longtime parent activist 

Samuel L. Radford III. 

He credits Cash for elevating this as a priority. But he also notes the 

role of parents and community groups who’ve pushed for this over the 

decades, including by bringing in African civilization scholar Asa 

Hilliard for an earlier infusion effort in the 1980s. 

In other words, this has been a long time coming. But so has the 

national awakening. 

The ultimate question, of course, is: Will it have an effect in lifting 

achievement? But we already know the answer to that. 

Just look at the impact on white students who have always seen 

themselves reflected in the curriculum. 

 


