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Abstract 
 
Since March of 2020 COVID-19 has affected the lives of many around the world and continues 

to do so, even as the world has reopened for the conduction of business. Considering how in the 

United States specific marginalized communities have endured a history of dehumanization and 

destruction, this current state breeds alarm for how Black children’s education, youth, and 

innocence is up for grabs by those designing and maintaining systems of inequality. Proceeding 

in colorblind ideologies with an absence of necessary, honest conversations, this country refuses 

to take responsibility for the livelihood of Black bodies and them being funneled through the 

School-Prison Pipeline. As a result, Black children attending schools in low-income 

communities are at risk as existing elements of inequity and disparity are exasperated during this 

time. Through review of literature and survey data, I use this research to bring light on how we 

are living in the wake of continuous violence while systemic transformation should be a priority. 

This work highlights an issue between the educational and criminal justice systems that could 

otherwise be faded into the background as the world continues to resist the holistic humanization 

of Black bodies. 

 Keywords: COVID-19, education, disparities, race, criminalization 
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The Plague within the Pandemic: COVID-19 and the School-Prison Pipeline 

From March of 2020 to July of 2021, COVID-19 has taken the lives of more than 

600,000 people in the United States, leaving many families grieving losses in restricted ways 

while still working to navigate unforeseen conditions to the best of their ability.1 Specifically in 

academia, the shifting educational experiences of students due to the pandemic is gravely 

affecting the next generation of leaders as they departed from school on a random Friday, only to 

return to institutions of unwavering expectations with limited knowledge of how to master 

virtual learning environments.2 However, it is vital to acknowledge that such challenges do not 

present themselves the same for all students, as those who have endured racial and social 

marginalization throughout history continue to swim against a more intense tide—the coupling 

of the ongoing pandemic with ever-thriving systemic barriers. In this essay, I will analyze the 

condition of the Black body in America in the wake of chattel slavery and assess educational 

disparities prior to and since March 2020, theorizing how COVID-19 is aiding in efforts to push 

Black bodies out of schools and into prisons.  

The Black Body “In the Wake”  

“How does one account for surviving the ship when the ship and the un/survival repeat?”3 

In In the Wake: On Blackness and Being, Christina Sharpe contributes to conversation on how 

even after hundreds of years of slavery and a formal proclamation of its conclusion, the Black 

body continues to live in and be subjected to the aftermath of the transatlantic slave trade, the 

chattel state, and the dehumanization that occurred during that time. Sharpe uses happenings of 

 
1 United States COVID, www.worldometers.info; New York Times, ‘A Heart-Wrenching Thing’: Hospital Bans on 
Visits Devastates Families, www.nytimes.com, 2020 
2 Laura Faith Kebede, ‘It’s not there’: A Memphis student scrambles to catch up on missing assignments, 

Chalkbeat.com 
3 Christina Sharpe, “In the Wake: On Blackness and Being”, 2016, p.43 
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others and herself in the text to explore those words, as generations of the Black experience have 

been stuck in a cycle of succeeding in overcoming one hurdle, only for a past undone to 

reemerge and “rupture the present.”4 The quote on un/survival is the foundation for this research 

as with the progression of time, modern circumstances of domination requiring extreme efforts 

for endurance are bred.  

 Criminalization since 1619 

 Since the seventeenth century, enslaved people have suffered an unjustifiable amount of 

violence solely based on non-black people’s belief that skin color was a means of determining 

one’s worth and social class. What allowed this violence to linger beyond 1865’s official 

conclusion of chattel slavery was its deeply rooted foundation on the dehumanization of the 

Black body. Yes, the thirteenth amendment to the United States Constitution did grant freedom 

to all Americans by outlawing slavery and involuntary solitude; however, efforts to rationalize 

and carry out exploitation of the Black body for free labor and capital gain beyond the chattel 

state were devised.5 From that time to the Civil Rights Act’s signing in 1964, Jim Crow laws 

denying Black people voting rights, employment, education, and other liberties while 

simultaneously enforcing Black codes, vagrancy statutes, and convict leasing for free labor, 

allowed for unjust treatment to continue.6  

Just like the end of chattel slavery in the nineteenth century, the transition away 

from Jim Crow’s explicit racism in the following century also failed to mark the beginning of 

Black life without antiblackness and strategic reinforcement of second-class citizenship as racial 

caste in this country was not ended, but “merely redesigned.”7. In 2010, Michelle Alexander 

 
4 Sharpe, “In the Wake”, p.17 
5 Constitution Center, “13th Amendment”, www.constitutioncenter.org 
6 “Jim Crow Laws”, www.history.com; Sam Pollard, “Slavery by Another Name”, 2012 
7 Michelle Alexander, “The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness”, 2010, p.1 
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published The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness to present and 

support the theory that mass incarceration has taken the place of Jim Crow in the present day, 

advocating for the dismantling of this new caste system. While mass incarceration does aim to 

reinforce the social ideas of Black people created by whites like its predecessor, Jim Crow Laws, 

it is vital to acknowledge that mass incarceration is different from Jim Crow because it is not 

race-based; it is constructed on the stigma of criminality through racially implicit and coded 

language used during Presidents Nixon, Reagan, and Clinton’s administration when appealing to 

white people against racial-reform and enforcing and incentivizing the War on Drugs.8 

Also on the topic of mass incarceration and the shift from racially explicit to 

implicit and calculated language that allowed for a dramatic increase in the amount of Black men 

inside versus outside of prisons, Ava DuVernay tells in 2016’s “13th” that by the turn of the 

twenty-first century there were more than two-million people imprisoned.9 In 2019, the 

imprisonment rate of sentenced prisoners in the US by gender and ethnicity shows Black men at 

2,203 per 100,000 people, more than six-times the rate of white men.10 The population of 

imprisoned Black women was almost two times that of white women, and none of these statistics 

consider individuals awaiting trial for crimes of any magnitude. Because “this system depends 

primarily on the prison label, [and] not prison time,” once a Black person has crossed over that 

threshold for whatever reason, they face a lifetime of social marginalization as members of the 

undercaste, within the already circumscribed parameters of being Black.11 At this point, Sharpe’s 

theorization on the un/survival’s reverberation arises as this social marginalization manifests in 

several forms: difficulty [re]entering the labor force due to stigma accompanying the “criminal” 

 
8 Ava DuVernay, “13th”, 2016; Alexander, “The New Jim Crow”, 2010 
9 DuVernay, 2016 
10Erin Duffin, “Imprisonment rate of sentenced prisoners in the US by sex and ethnicity”, www.statista.com, 2020 
11 Alexander, “The New Jim Crow”, p.136 
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label and lack of marketable skills, hindrance to the development of social capital, strain on 

enforcing collective social norms in communities because of mass absence, and conviction 

details’ prevention of civic involvement within these same communities once the sentence had 

been served.12  

Black Childhood’s Absence of Bliss and the Desire to Thrive 

 With a history of racial subjugation so brutal and everlasting, even Black children 

are not allowed the privilege of being anything less than aware of the possible consequences of 

their mere existence. Such doom presents itself through, but extends far beyond, instances where 

Black children were playing with a pellet gun that was assumed to be a real weapon, writing “hi” 

on walls with a white classmate only to be punished more harshly, or sleeping in the comfort of 

one’s home at seven years old and shot in the head during a raid.13 TaNehisi Coates’ Between the 

World and Me is a letter to both his fifteen-year-old son and America that amplifies the 

obligation of being conscious in the wake, as he reflects on personal experiences figuring out 

“how one should live within a black body, within a country lost in the Dream.”14 And not only 

does Coates, and other Black children learning this world, have to conquer strife from oppressive 

forces outside the race, but inside as well through peer-violence due to proximity and extreme 

discipline from parents and family in effort to prevent the law from getting to their children first. 

What do these intra-communal forms of interaction have in common? Fear driving action due to 

the Black body’s historical lack of autonomy over itself that often manages to overpower 

attempts of thriving, because there is a difference between that and surviving. 

 
12 Alessandro De Giorgi, “Five Theses on Mass Incarceration, 2015; Dorothy E. Roberts. “The Social and Moral 
Cost of Mass Incarceration in African American Communities”, 2004 
13 Samaria Rice, “My 12-year-old son, Tamir Rice, was killed by police. I’m not allowed to be normal.”, 
www.abcnews.go.com, 2020; Sharpe, 2016; Charlie Leduff, “What Killed Aiyana Stanley-Jones?”, 
www.motherjones.com, 2010 
14 TaNehisi Coates, “Between the World and Me”, 2015, p.12 
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On the pages of We Want to Do More Than Survive, Bettina L. Love is another 

author who recounts life as a Black child, elaborating on the desire of Black students, and 

teachers too, to thrive instead of barely making it through obstacles imposed by the American 

education system. The author also stresses the significance of abolitionist teaching—a means of 

educational freedom through being actively informed to fight injustice—in enacting lasting 

change and granting this shift from surviving to thriving, in place of simply reforming systems 

that already exist.15 In this text and in a conversation with other Black educators, Love then gives 

a name to the violence Black students endure in schools: spirit-murdering.16 This is expressed 

through measuring student achievement against barriers of inequality, absence of curriculum that 

represents them, lack of consideration for their overall well-being, and even the lack of 

opportunities for expression that promote a binary and non-explorative school experience. In 

addition to these intentional methods of spirit-murdering, zero-tolerance policies and 

overwhelming presence of law enforcement in schools for when students “get out of line” are 

descendants of the methods for criminalizing, reprimanding, and subordinating the Black body 

discussed earlier in this research and a premature introduction to and conditioning for the prisons 

that they could become consumed by.17 

However, even if a student does veer away from the road of complying with all 

institutional requirements for their achievement, behavior, and survival, they still deserve the 

same consideration and opportunities for redemption as their peers but are often not awarded it. 

While much of literature centers Black boys and men, focusing the gaze on Black girls, Monique 

W. Morris’ Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools introduces its audience to the 

 
15 Bettina L. Love, “We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit of Educational 
Freedom”, 2019 
16 Love, “We Want to Do More Than Survive”, p.44; “Abolitionist Teaching and the Future of Our Schools”, 2021 
17 Justice Policy Institute, “Education Under Arrest”, 2011 
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intersectionality of race and gender. The stories of the young, school-aged girls in this text tell of 

their placement in detention centers due to seeking a faster escape from poverty than what 

education could provide, hyper-sexualization in and out of the classroom, child exploitation and 

prostitution, and discipline for the infamous “Black girl attitude”.18 While in these centers not 

only are the girls facing administrative challenges to get placed back into their schools, but they 

are too victims of spirit-murdering when the school work they are assigned is not of quality or on 

grade level, ultimately diminishing whatever motivation to learn that they do have and making 

the eventual transition back into school more challenging. Because these girls are living in the 

wake of events that have placed them in the middle of the poverty cycle and “the rehabilitative 

emphasis [is] not on making them more productive students,” doing something that guarantees 

money will always seem more beneficial than busy-work lacking supplementation.19 As what 

should be opportunities for Black students to live, advance, succeed, and be restored after a long 

fight to dismantle systems of racial and social oppression like chattel slavery and Jim Crow 

appear to not be acting they should, it is vital to consider the why.  

The Great Equalizer 

Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow also explores a lesser discussed point of how as 

Black people began to win minimum elements of humanity from work across generations, white 

people simultaneously endured a great loss—their physical manifestations of superiority over 

Black people as American citizens. One of these privileges was the education forcefully denied 

throughout Jim Crow that could serve as the “great equalizer”, and that knowledge was more 

than enough justification for those with political power to make it more difficult to acquire.20  

 
18 Monique W. Morris, “Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools”, 2015 
19 Morris, “Pushout”, p.118 
20 John M. Amis and Paul M. Wright, “Race, Economics, and the Politics of Educational Change: The Dynamics of 
School District Consolidation in Shelby County, Tennessee”, 2018, p.22 



COVID-19 AND THE SCHOOL-PRISON PIPELINE Victorian, 9 

 The Education System of Memphis, TN 

Marcus Pohlmann writes Opportunity Lost to give insight into race and poverty in 

Memphis city schools in the wake of postindustrial economic changes and racial exclusion, 

exploring how social class, educational attainment, and income level are connected. Following 

the end of the Civil War in the 1860’s, the migration of many Black people to Memphis, 

Tennessee heavily influenced the population’s racial demographics in both jobs and schools.21 

However, even with a larger group of students needing instruction, the Memphis Board of 

Education denied the responsibility of schooling Black students. Reflecting on earlier ideas of 

Black, second-class citizenship and how education had the potential to even the playing field 

among people of any race, socioeconomic status, or class, of course it would not be sensible for 

those thriving because of the pariah’s inequity and discrimination to easily allow for such 

advantage to slip through their fingers. It was not until mandated to do so by the state of 

Tennessee in 1867 that the city’s Board of Education took financial accountability for its citizens 

beyond Shelby County Schools, this point of progress in establishing the Memphis City Schools 

district still coming with challenges of economic strife, substandard quality of education, and 

racial unrest in the city. 

  By the late 1960’s, Memphis City Schools were labeled the most segregated in the 

country and when lawful integration did occur because of the Brown vs. Board of Education 

decision to overturn “separate but equal”, white flight to suburbs and areas surrounding the city 

of Memphis followed. This movement resulted in desegregation that contradicted past efforts, 

founding of white flight academies, and the strategic prevention of busing Black students to 

these schools through making them private institutions in more socioeconomically affluent areas. 

 
21 Marcus Pohlmann, “Opportunity Lost: Race and Poverty in Memphis City Schools”, 2008, p.32 
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Driven by a desire to be more financially stable, in the winter of 2010, Memphis City Schools 

gave up their charter, making the decision to merge into Shelby County Schools, prompting 

much resistance. John M. Amis and Paul M. Wright’s Race, Economics, and the Politics of 

Educational Change was written to address a significant gap in literature on this event of school 

district consolidation. Unfortunately, like previous desegregation efforts, surrendering the 

Memphis City Schools charter was said to have failed as a strategy for achieving equity in 

education.22 White flight that occurred by racial and social elites in the previous century was 

paralleled through the creation of municipal school districts by six cities and towns outside 

Shelby County and persistent complaints about taxation and the financial responsibility of 

funding the Memphis City Schools. After all, Black students were “other people’s children” and 

not members of a community deserving the basic privilege of quality education. 

Even prior to COVID-19’s upsurge in America in March of 2020, this struggle for 

equity in the wake of history endured in several ways, with economic inequality-based 

segregation in Memphis schools being worse than it was fifty years prior at the top of the list.23 

Conversations from the past decade have also included initiatives in the city’s schools recruiting 

3,600 new teachers to serve by 2020 due to wavering retention, concerns about the six municipal 

school districts receiving more funding for poor students than they actually have in comparison 

to counterparts, Black male students being kicked out of school for extended periods, and a Third 

Grade Commitment to retain students who are not achieving according to standardized 

requirements.24 Although not doing so with open racial motivation, the modern school structure 

 
22 Amis and Wright, “Race, Economics, and the Politics of Educational Change”, p.76 
23 Laura Faith Kebede, “Memphis school segregation worse than 50 years ago”, chalkbeat.com, 2018 
24 Caroline Bauman, “Here are the initiatives Memphis’ education philanthropists will focus on in 2018”, 
www.chalkbeat.com, 2018; Laura Faith Kebede, “Memphis suburbs receiving federal money for more poor students 
than they have. Here’s why.”, www.chalkbeat,com, 2017; Laura Faith Kebede, “Even as suspensions fall, Memphis 
students are being kicked out of school longer, data shows”, www.chalkbeat.com, 2018; Laura Faith Kebede, 
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is serving its purpose of maintaining the four-hundred year old violence against Black bodies and 

dictating who is allowed to achieve and thrive in this country. One can imagine that a pandemic 

proven to be revealing the extent of so many existing disparities is only intensifying the above 

conditions. 

COVID-19’s and the Educational Experience  

  Through the pages of Pushout, Monique W. Morris also theorizes that while 

education is a key pathway out of poverty, not every type of education offers access to that path. 

This idea applies beyond the happenings of Black girls being pushed out of schools and can be 

applied to the present context of COVID-19. In June of 2020, three months after nationwide 

school closures occurred, there were predictions of greater learning loss and lower engagement 

in schools serving predominantly Black and Hispanic students and this risk only increased 

among low income individuals.25 With between sixty to seventy percent of this demographic’s 

students logging onto virtual class sessions regularly, the unprecedented outcome of reaching 

less students and not being able to deliver the same academic results quickly became another 

reality of the pandemic world to work through for teachers. The battle to thrive as opposed to 

solely surviving is also being fought by parents as some employed in minimum wage jobs were 

forced to choose between working enough hours to support the household and being present to 

help their young children during the school day.26 

  Data in November of 2020 showed a massive drop in school enrollment across the 

state of Tennessee, kindergarteners being the largest group of thirty-three thousand students 

 
“Memphis Kindergarten students will be the first affected by a new retention policy in second grade. Here’s how it 
works.”, www.chalkbeat.com, 2019 
25 “COVID-19 and student learning in the United States: The hurt could last a lifetime.”, Dorn et al. (2020) 
26 Laura Faith Kebede, “These Memphis schools were the first to get a COVID scare last year. Their experiences 
warned of the challenges to come”, www.chalkbeat.com, 2021 
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missing from classrooms.27 By the next month, a study on COVID-19 and remote learning 

presented barriers of schooling in a pandemic centered around economic resources, internet 

access, and low technological familiarity, placing much emphasis on the need for home lives 

being understood and more parent and family involvement throughout the process.28 One 

Memphis student invites the world in to absorb a piece of his home learning experience, 

scrambling to catch up on seventy-three missing assignments. The cause for this delay was not 

that he was a careless student who avoided the tasks, but a transitioning ninth grader who had not 

been able to start a new school in person, be trained on the virtual software, obtain substantial 

feedback from teachers, or catch a break from frequent computer glitching.29  

  However, regardless of the reason for failure to adhere, efforts to discipline 

students in the wake of a global pandemic are still thriving alongside educational disparities 

based on race and socioeconomic status. In fact, there have been national predictions of a 

discipline crisis and within-state alarm for potential bias against Black and disabled students with 

consideration for the Tennessee Discipline Bill, a uniform process allowing teachers to petition 

for the removal of students who interfere with classroom learning with little attention to root 

causes of misbehavior.30 Like the students mentioned in Love and Morris’ works and many 

others who have become victims of the criminal justice system with little-to-no opportunity for 

salvation, if the ninth grader was not able to get the work submitted the school would just “throw 

him away” by peddling out failing grades in order to label him as a poor student when supportive 

 
27 Laura Faith Kebede and Marta W. Aldrich, “School enrollment has dropped by 33,000 students across Tennessee 
amid pandemic.”, www.chalkbeat.com, 2020 
28 “COVID-19 and Remote Learning: Experiences of Parents with Children during the Pandemic”, Garbe et al. 
(2020) 
29 Laura Faith Kebede, “‘It’s not there’: A Memphis student scrambles to catch up on missing assignments.” 

www.chalkbeat.com, 2020 
30 Kalyn Belsha, “Virtual suspensions. Mask rules. More trauma. Why some worry a student discipline crisis is on 
the horizon”, www.chalkbeat.com, 2020; Marta W. Aldrich, “Tennessee discipline bill raises concerns about 
potential bias against Black or disabled students”, www.chalkbeat.com, 2021 
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and recreational interventions from teachers would be in his best interest.31 So even with a sliver 

of insight to the issue of resources, rigorous expectations endure for him and others in various 

grades and greater restrictions are being placed on their bodies in this time.32 A question to be 

answered remains: what comes next? 

The Plague Within the Pandemic 

As the world continues moving back into full operation and communication has adopted 

the term “post-pandemic”, COVID-19 is already becoming a thing of the past although we are 

still living in the wake of it.33 Due to a foundation on principles of anti-Black racism, the United 

States has historically failed at and is presently unwilling to take an active interest in humanizing 

Black people, contributing to the dire need of extreme survival skills in everyday life, now 

coupled with the conditions of a pandemic. Colorblindness and attempts to erase history in the 

name of being progressive are only continuing to negatively affect Black people and further 

prevent change when there is no greater time than the present to enact transformation.34 Instead 

of justice during a period where mass media coverage showed what could be done in an instant, 

Black people received “Black Lives Matter” murals, no anti-police brutality bills being passed in 

our names, and now the banning of Critical Race Theory in schools that will prevent students 

from being taught the truth of events that have led to today’s cruel reality. Here, redaction 

emerges to rupture the present. 

 
31 Love, “We Want to Do More Than Survive”, p.10 
32 “Students are struggling to read behind masks and screens during COVID-19, but ‘expectations are no different”, 
www.commercialappeal.com, Guidry et al. (2021) 
33 Alvin Powell, “What will the new post-pandemic normal look like?”, news.harvard.edu, 2020; “The coronavirus 
pandemic is far from over”, www.dw.com, 2021 
34 Yohana Agra Junker, “On COVID-19, US Uprisings, and Black Lives: A Mandate to Regenerate All Our 
Relations”, 2020 
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 There is some hope for educational achievement, though, as researchers call for 

accelerated learning to get students on grade level.35 But more importantly, the researchers and 

authors explored throughout this review also discuss the value of adopting a more holistic 

approach to education as “students must be in a physical and emotional state that enables them to 

learn” because the stress will likely result in behavioral health crises.36 One year after initial 

school closures, data disclosed that 73,426 Black lives were lost to COVID-19 at all ages, at the 

least.37, With attention on these numbers, there is an urge to applaud officials for mentioning 

initiatives like Governor Bill Lee’s $250 million mental health trust fund for students until one 

realizes that the execution has been delayed and that there may not be enough providers to 

actually accommodate students.38 Who then gets priority? And with the Black body basically 

serving as the dictionary image for criminalization without care to understand the “why” behind 

its actions, will Black students’ mental and emotional health needs be taken seriously in this 

exaggerated state? 

 Preparing to enter the second full school year since the pandemic’s start, the general 

focus by those making policy remains on performance instead of the whole child and dismantling 

systems of oppression affecting the educational experience, evidence that humanization of the 

Black body has yet to occur. Needs of the children and generations before them, both prior to 

and during this time, must be considered and acted upon, because if not there will be more spirit-

murdering, severe discipline, and pushout—what the system relies on to keep the legacy of 

dehumanization and second-class citizenship going centuries after chattel slavery. 

 
35 “COVID-19 and learning loss—disparities grow and students need help”, Dorn et al. (2020) 
36 Erica Hutchins Coe and Kana Enomoto, “Returning to resilience: The impact of COVID-19 on mental health and 
substance use”, 2020 
37 COVID-19 is affecting Black, Indigenous, Latinx, and other people of color the most., covidtracking.com 
38 Marta W. Aldrich, “Tennessee’s governor has a novel idea to fund more student mental health services. Will it 

pay off?”, www.chalkbeat.com, 2021 
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The Current Study 

 In the currently study, I use quantitative and some qualitative survey data to explore how 

race-based disparities in education and the criminal justice system are being intensified in the 

wake of COVID-19. 

Methods 

Procedure 

 A survey of seventy items arranged into seven sections was created and sent out to 

teachers in Memphis schools and surrounding areas. Assessment of the survey data was 

accomplished through reviewing all responses and finding common themes among them.   

Sample  

 As this study was meant to compare teacher opinions from both majority Black and more 

diverse schools at the elementary, middle, and high school levels, six Memphis schools were 

chosen based on their Black and white student population using the National Center for 

Educational Statistics database.39 In order to be placed in group one, one school on each 

education level was required to have more than half of their student population identifying as 

Black. For group two, one school on each education level was required to either have more than 

half of their students identifying as white or have a more racially diverse student population than 

those in group one. Because six schools were chosen for recruitment, the anticipated number of 

total participants across all target schools prior to initial contact was seventy-five with at least 

twelve teachers responding from each. 

 When acquiring permission from necessary administration to conduct research with their 

respective schools, there was denied authorization from Shelby County Schools as the district 

 
39 National Center for Education Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov 
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was not approving research with undergraduate students and failure to receive timely responses 

from two municipal school districts, Bartlett City Schools and Lakeland School System. This 

prompted the survey being shared with a course composed of some teachers and in a group chat 

for further recruitment. At the time of survey response analysis, there were seven participants 

who completed the first of the seven sections, five who continued to the second section, and 

three who completed the entire survey. Because participants could close the survey at any point 

and all data was used to compare themes across responses, n=7.  

Measures 

 The materials used for this work was a seventy-item survey created through Qualtrics.   

Overview of Research Design 

 The seventy items were grouped into seven categories. While all survey responses were 

ultimately anonymous, still aligning with the initial goal of collecting data for six schools and 

then coding them for discretion, the Demographics section used multiple choice and fill-in 

questions to inquire about the participant’s school name, grade(s) taught, amount of time in 

education, race, and gender. A series of scaling questions began with the next section, SC1, as 

participants were asked to rate statements about their school’s culture in the time prior to March 

of 2020, when the pandemic initially forced school closures. There were five scaling response 

options throughout the survey: strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, and strongly agree.  

In the next section, BM1 (Before March 2020), teachers responded to more statements 

focused on their understanding of and support for students and then continued to SP1 to reflect 

on the school’s intentional support and student performance from March to June 2020. 

Concluding the scaling sections of the survey, SY1 compared student performance and behavior 

throughout the 2020-21 school year to that prior to March 2020 and then inquired about school 
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culture again in SC2, but in the context of time since initial school closures. The final section 

was composed of five open ended questions to gather further feedback from teachers on topics of 

interventions that could benefit students the most in this time or how their school could better 

support the students’ mental health and increase student and family engagement.  

Results 

A seventy-item survey was administered to gain insight from educators about how 

COVID-19’s influence on the educational experience is disproportionately affecting Black 

students in Memphis, TN, if at all, comparing schools with majority Black student populations to 

those with majority white or more diverse student populations. Of the six different schools that 

were reported in Demographics by all seven participants, five of these had a majority Black 

student population and five of the seven teachers identified as white. Major themes found in the 

open-ended portion survey data supported ideas of interventions for humanizing the student 

beyond binary academic achievement standards to aid in their thriving through education. 

School Culture 

There were five participants who surpassed Demographics and responded to the first 

scaling section, SC1 (School Culture Before March 2020). When given the statements “Our 

administration values the voices of and relationships with our students” and “Our school 

supports the individual needs of its teachers,” two participants disagreed. When given the 

statement “Our school values consulting with our students and finding an issue’s root cause over 

punishing them with detention or suspension…,” one participant strongly disagreed and one 

disagreed. By the second section assessing school culture since the start of COVID-19, SC2, 

there were only three participants. One of the three disagreed that the “school remained 

consistent with plans for the shifted state of learning.” Accounting for the two participants that 
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did not continue to this section, responses to statements presenting themes on lack of holistic 

prioritizing student classroom comfort and supporting students with additional needs, lack of 

support for teacher needs, and visible presence of campus security remains the same. Regarding 

a possible positive shift, when giving feedback on the statement “Our school values consulting 

with our students and finding an issue’s root cause over punishing them with detention or 

suspension…,” in the second assessment of school culture, only one participant disagreed, 

showing signs of a possible shift in attempts to delay punishment in light of the pandemic. (See 

Table 1 and Table 2 for all participant responses.) 

Before the Pandemic 

 All three responses were neutral when given the statement “If any, my students are aware 

of systemic challenges that may accompany their racial identity.” The statement “I work harder 

in the classroom for my students because of systemic challenges that they may face,” warranted 

one neutral rating and two strongly agree. (See Table 3.) 

School Preparation for the School Year 

After the pandemic began until June 2020, when given the statement “My students’ 

academic performance remained the same or improved,” one participant disagreed and two were 

neutral. When given the statement “My students’ attendance remained the same or improved,” 

two participants disagreed. (See Table 4.) 

2020-21 School Year 

 When given statements about students and parents being as engaged during this year as 

the previous, one person disagreed with each. “I feel I can provide virtual learners with the same 

quality of instruction as in-person learners,” resulted in one strongly disagree and another 

disagree. For “I feel that I have all necessary tools to navigate teaching in a pandemic,” two 
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participants disagreed, and one strongly agreed with “I have seen a decrease in students’ overall 

academic performance this school year.” One participant agreed with the statement “Students are 

needing to be consulted with more than previous years for behavioral reasons” and there was one 

strongly disagree, and one disagree with feelings that their “health is not at risk when in the 

school.” Seeing possibility for improvement from this current state, when given the statement 

“My students are naturally motivated to engage in class lessons,” two participants agreed. (See 

Table 5.) 

Open-Ended Questions 

 Participant feedback about interventions that would benefit students the most during this 

time was centered around having more enrichment in comparison to binary learning with English 

Language Arts (ELA) and Math, as well as learning in small groups to make the experience more 

personal for students. The school could better support students by offering meetings for them to 

speak with someone when necessary, giving the students playground equipment, and “[letting] 

the children be children.” Further support for the proposed balance between work and play is 

offered through one teacher reporting that they aimed to make the learning experience better for 

students by teaching them how to use the computers for both learning and fun.  

Discussion 

This research was conducted to explore how race-based disparities in education are 

intensified due to COVID-19, beginning with reflection on dehumanization and criminalization 

of the Black body since the seventeenth century and making sense of the present state of 

education through that same lens. The literature investigated in this research has allowed for 

dissecting the current state of education during COVID-19 as another means of funneling Black 

students out of schools and into prisons, as the plague of disparity within the existing pandemic 
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is only adding a layer to existing means of destruction that Black bodies live in the wake of. A 

study with n=7 was then executed, participants being teachers who partook in a seventy-item 

survey to gain insight of their views on possible shifts in education from March of 2020 to the 

present. The data supported emphasis on the urgent necessity of fully humanizing the Black body 

in the present. 

Demographics served as a basis for the interpretation of results as one participant 

identified as Black, one identified as Hispanic or Latinx, and five identified as white. Reflecting 

on Bettina Love’s statement about how some teachers are not a reflection of the student and 

likely not a representative of the communities that they serve, this section of the survey coupled 

with the majority Black student demographics of the schools listed raise concern for the context 

of responses in latter sections. To illustrate, in the Before the Pandemic section, all three 

responses to “If any, my students are aware of systemic challenges that may accompany their 

racial identity” were neutral. Are the teachers who participated in this study not aware of such 

challenges, or are they aware but uncomfortable or uninterested in connecting with the student 

beyond the surface so that they can ensure their teaching aligns with abolitionist and anti-racist 

ideals? While there is some support for the proposed theory throughout the study, these minimal 

results emphasize the need for the survey to be revisited with a much larger and more diverse 

group of participants.  

This research contributes to the fields of research on race, education, and the criminal 

justice system through strengthening a connection between the three, as we are existing in an age 

of colorblindness and conversations on race, the construct of race, and its manifestations being 

banned from classrooms. Also, while the world has opened back up for the conduction of 

business, there are racially and socioeconomically marginalized groups still sorting through 
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centuries of wreckage while working to manage this new disaster that has resulted in grave 

death, displacement, and disappointment. The findings in both literature and from the conducted 

survey allow for implication that history of intentional violence is still alive today and if gone 

un-checked, it will continue, and more Black children will become victims to the unforgiving 

American criminal justice system. 

Limitations.  

There were several limitations with this research. Regarding the study’s elements, the 

small number of participants prevented the acquisition of primary survey data that would provide 

a wider range of insight from teachers in elementary, middle, and high schools with varying 

demographics, which was the original goal. Also pertaining to the participants, five of the seven 

identified as white and this 72% could have brought about a culmination of responses that do not 

generalize well the current state of education for Black students in Memphis schools. 

Additionally, there may have even been some self-reporting biases in the survey responses that 

could yield a different outcome with both student participants and as mentioned, a larger number 

of participants. A final limitation is that while quantitative collection methods of scaling can 

allow for more time-efficient analysis, using the survey format restricts participants to binary 

responses that could otherwise be combated with open-ended, qualitative response questions.  

Future Directions.  

Even with its limitations, this research is piece of a necessary conversation at a time 

where systemic transformation should be a priority of those creating policy. The literature 

assessed included several suggestions for methods of combatting disparities being revealed due 

to COVID-19: community support and collaboration, resources, teachers speaking up for what 

they deserve, restorative justice instead of zero-tolerance, and the centering of Black voices to 
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humanize the body and existence. 40 If the study is replicated, it should occur during the school 

year, as opposed to the summer, to reach a greater number of participants and this could combat 

the discussed limitations of not having racially diverse teacher and student populations. Also, 

conducting the study during the school year could warrant responses from a greater number of 

schools to allow for more in-depth survey response analysis, providing information like what 

grade levels students are targeted more by discipline in the schools as this study was not able to 

do so with limited responses.  

Conclusion  

 As educational institutions transition back to in-person learning with the approaching 

school year and students are still enduring the pandemic with no expiration in sight, this research 

is a call for care that starts with humanization of the Black body so that systems rooted in the 

absence of that humanity can be deconstructed, justice for history and equity as the new 

foundation.41 COVID-19 has already caused the death of hundreds of thousands of people since 

March of 2020 and it has altered the educational experiences of students too, while seamlessly 

exposing the potential for a different way of living. Without the change spoken of, Black 

children will continue to be criminalized and victimized by this generational violence in a 

simultaneous wake of the transatlantic slave and the pandemic, suffering today’s form lynching 

that is the institution of mass incarceration. 42 

 

 

 
40 “Challenges to School Success”, Crouch, PhD et al. (2019); Laura Faith Kebede, “School shutdown highlights 
urgent need for more take-home technology for Memphis students”, www.chalkbeat.com, 2020; “Abolitionist 
Teaching and the Future of Our Schools”, 2021; Justice Policy Institute, “Education Under Arrest”, 2011; Morris, 
“Pushout”, 2015 
41 Marta W. Aldrich, “Rising Delta variant, Tennessee’s low vaccination rate could turn schools into COVID 
breeding grounds”, www.chalkbeat.com, 2021 
42 Alexander, “The New Jim Crow”, p.159 
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Table 1 
SC1- School Culture Before March 2020      
 SD D N A SA 

Our administration values the voices of and relationships with our 
students. 

 2  3  

Our school prioritizes ensuring that students are comfortable in the 
classroom. 

 1  4  

Our school prioritizes catering to students that require additional 
support of any kind outside of the classroom. 

 1 1 2 1 

Our school supports the individual needs of its teachers.  2 1 1 1 

Our school values consulting with our students and finding an 
issue’s root cause over punishing them with detention or 
suspension in times of conflict or misunderstanding. 

1 1 1 2  

Our school has security stationed on campus throughout the day. 2  2  1 

Note. There were five response options for each statement: strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, 
agree, and strongly agree.  
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Table 2 
SC2- School Culture from August 2020 to Present      
 SD D N A SA 

Our school remained consistent with plans for the shifted state of 
learning. 

 1  2  

Our school prioritizes ensuring that students are comfortable in the 
classroom. 

 1 1 1  

Our school prioritizes catering to students that require additional 
support of any kind outside of the classroom. 

 1  1 1 

Our school supports the individual needs of its teachers.  1 1 1  

Our school values consulting with our students and finding an 
issue’s root cause over punishing them with detention or 
suspension in times of conflict or misunderstanding. 

 1 1 1  

Our school has security stationed on campus throughout the day. 1  1  1 
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Table 3 
BM1- Before March 2020      
 SD D N A SA 

If any, my students are aware of systemic challenges that may 
accompany their racial identity. 

  3   

I work harder in the classroom for my students because of 
systemic challenges that they may face. 

  1  2 
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Table 4 
SP1- March 2020 to June 2020      
 SD D N A SA 

My students’ academic performance remained the same or 
improved. 

 1 2   

My students’ attendance remained the same or improved.   2 1   
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Table 5 
SY1- 2020-21 School Year      
 SD D N A SA 

Students were as engaged this school year as they were prior to 
March 2020. 

 1 1 1  

My students’ families were as engaged this school year as they 
were prior to March 2020. 

 1 1  1 

I feel I can provide virtual learners with the same quality of 
instruction as in-person learners. 

1 1   1 

I feel that I have all necessary tools to navigate teaching in a 
pandemic. 

 2   1 

I have seen a decrease in students’ overall academic performance 
this school year. 

 1 1  1 

Students are needing to be consulted with more than previous 
years for behavioral reasons. 

 2  1  

My students are naturally motivated to engage in class lessons.  1  2  

I have felt that my health is not as risk when in the school. 1 1 1   

 

 


